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Abstract
This study examines the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in 
chronically food insecure areas in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. Ethiopia has been reported as one 
of the most food insecure countries in the Sub-Saharan region despite the Ethiopian government has 
introduced diverse strategies to tackle rural food insecurity. It seems, however, that the 
communication approaches applied to take these strategies to rural communities have not been 
effective in alleviating food insecurity. Hence, the main questions of this study are: what is the 
potential of folk media forms for food security communication? Can these communication forms 
connect rural people to the food security programs in eastern Tigray? Specifically, this study 
analysed the current food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray, the role of folk 
media forms in contemporary society in eastern Tigray and their potential for food security 
communication. It also explored the opportunities and challenges to integrating folk media forms 
into food security communication strategies. The multiplicity paradigm of development was used as 
a lens for this study. This paradigm focuses on the cultural and social multiplicity perspectives 
emphasising on endogenous development and self-reliance of the people. 
Methodologically, this study employed an ethnographic research approach. Individual in-depth 
interviews, focus group discussions, participant observation, and document reviews were used to 
collect data. To validate results from different data collection techniques, data analysis was made 
using methodological triangulation. The findings of the study show that there are no explicitly 
designed rural food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray but food security messages 
are communicated through frequent public meetings organised by the government representatives or 
development agents. Respondents indicated that public meetings are dominated by the views and 
interests of government officials and development agents that limited people’s roles to participate in 
the strategy design and implementation of the food security programs. Therefore, despite frequent 
public meetings to communicate food security messages, meetings became unproductive to convey 
food security messages. Firstly, public meetings employ predominantly a top-down communication 
approach, which limits people’s participation in the decision-making processes. Secondly, food 
security messages through public meetings are not communicated in the languages of the people 
(especially to the Irob people whom a number of them do not comprehend Tigrigna, the office 
working language). Thirdly, referring to the urgency of most of the government programs, three to 
five programs are addressed in a single meeting session that affects peoples’ choices of what to 
prioritise out of all the topics addressed in a single meeting session.
iii
Both rural people and development agents expressed their conviction about the appropriateness of 
folk media forms to convey food security messages. Respondents believed that Aa’dar (oral poetry) 
and Goila (songs and dance) have the utmost potential to convey rural food security messages. 
Goila and Aa’dar are preferred to other folk media forms as both are performed in public gatherings 
such as cultural weddings and religious festivals where a large number of people can participate. 
Compared to other folk media forms, both Aa’dar and Goila are recognised for their entertainment
and informative roles. Despite varied perceptions among respondents in Gulomekeda districts, 
respondents in Irob district indicated that folk media forms have the potential to integrate them into 
food security communication strategies. Development agents and food security experts also 
believed that these communication forms have the potential to integrate them into food security 
communication strategies. Therefore, being credible sources of information with a potential to 
effectively address different needs of rural people, folk media continue to dominate the lives of 
people in rural areas. Thus, harnessing these communication forms to food security communication 
strategies can help to raise the awareness of people about the nature, relevance and applicability of 
food security programs in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia.                                         
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11. Introduction
This study examines the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in 
chronically food insecure areas of eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. Folk media is a broad concept 
representing a variety of forms that have differing communicative, entertainment and educational
potential. With this, there exist varied levels of people’s acceptance and preferences towards folk 
media forms, which in turn determine their applicability for development communication in a given 
development setting. This study is confined to specific folk media forms such as Goila (songs and 
dance), Proverbs, Aa’dar (oral poetry), and Warsim (traditional information exchange system) in 
rural areas in eastern Tigray rather than the broader spectrum of folk media, and theorises on their 
use for food security communication. Food security is a complex concept that requires holistic 
understanding of multiple factors to examine the status of food security or insecurity of rural 
households. This study employs the culture-centred approach (Dutta, 2011) and the multiplicity 
paradigm of development (Servaes, 1996) to fully understand the practices and stakeholder 
perceptions about the current food security programs and their view about the potential of folk 
media forms for food security communication in eastern Tigray. 
The culture-centred approach focuses on the capability of communication processes to transform 
“social structures of the agency of the subaltern to promote social change” (Dutta, 2011, p. 39). 
Based on Daskon and McGregor (2012), the culture-centred approach to rural development is 
recognised with an increased attention provided to the role of culture in development and the social 
welfare of rural people, with a major focus on culturally appropriate development (Davis, 1999; 
UNDP, 2004). The relevance of the culture-centred approach to this study is that it helps to 
understand how rural people in eastern Tigray view the food security programs and the use of their 
communication and social networks in supporting food security communication. Moreover, it 
enables to understand the agency of the people to bring the desired social change. Agency in this 
part refers to the competency of individuals to sanction their choices and negotiate the structures 
(Dutta, 2011). Understanding the nature of agency of different stakeholders can help to comprehend
the “political dimensions of stakeholder interactions” (Tembo, 2003, p.7) that can enrich or affect 
participation of individuals in development initiatives. With regards to the rural food security 
programs in eastern Tigray, agency becomes useful to understand the power relations between rural 
people and development practitioners.
The multiplicity paradigm of development focuses on the fact that each society must construct its 
own development strategy as “there is no universal model of development” (Servaes, 1996, p.84). 
2This paradigm focuses on the cultural and social multiplicity perspectives with an emphasis on 
endogenous development and self-reliance of people. Jacobson and Servaes (1999, p.3) have argued 
that the “problem of communication and development must be studied in its social context and that 
there are no generally valid blue prints for development.” This is because understandings of the 
local context help to identify complex historical and institutional structures, processes, values, 
behaviours, and beliefs within diﬀerent communities (Radcliﬀe, 2006). Quarry and Ramirez (2009, 
p.15) state that “context matters and solutions need to be designed to fit the local situation.” 
Equally, Thomas and van de Fliert (2015, p.10) argue that “…any intervention has to be conversant 
with the locality in all its complexity-tradition, hierarchy, culture, norms, divisions and so on.”
Therefore, situating development programs in the context and skills of localities helps to promote 
endogenous development and self-reliance of the people at the grassroots.
Endogenous development refers to a development approach that stems from below by recognising
the knowledge, skills, values and choices of local people. It acknowledges that development 
programs need to build on the existing local knowledge, institutions, and resources. This is to 
involve people as main driving force to model and achieve sustainable development that postulates 
the promotion of cultural identity (Ndoye, 1997). Holcombe (2014, pp.750-753) identifies three 
facets of endogenous development. First, endogenous development represents locally-deﬁned and 
controlled efforts to expand human choice. This involves the notion of ownership and a value 
framework on development that is related to Sen’s freedom, capabilities and agency approach. For 
Sen (2001, p.3), development is about “expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy.” The second 
facet is also related to Sen, advocating the notion that development is about human dignity and self-
respect. The third facet of endogenous development related to the ﬁrst: in that development being 
locally-deﬁned, -led, and -controlled efforts to expand human choices, advocating that endogenous 
development is rooted within a particular context and culture it represents. Therefore, the relevance 
of endogenous development to this study is that it acknowledges the skills and experience of people, 
which they developed through repeated use and experimentation to their agricultural and 
environmental practices. 
Quarry & Ramirez (2009, p.19) argue that “people’s abilities and knowledge were seen to be the 
basis for change.” Hence, integrating people’s knowledge and skills along with their local 
communication forms into the existing food security programs can potentially help in two ways. 
Firstly, messages communicated through their language can support collective discussion and 
decision-making among people to achieve food security programs. Secondly, it promotes self-
reliance of the people to effectively use their knowledge and resources. 
3Self-reliance epitomises the shift from expert-led top-down, state-dominated development to bottom 
up and people-driven development calling for grassroots development initiatives (Taylor & 
Mackenzie, 1992). Thus, endogenous development emphasises on self-sufﬁciency and dependence 
on local resources. It also recognises indigenous knowledge and creativity, local empowerment and 
control, inclusive local decision-making and participation in development activities, with a focus on 
basic needs (Gooneratne & Mbilinyi, 1992; Binns & Nel, 1999; Stock, 2013).
This study also examines the relevance of mobile phones in facilitating food security 
communication in eastern Tigray. There is a strong belief that mobile telephony has brought new 
possibilities to Africa and other developing societies (Aker & Mbiti, 2010; Obijiofor, 1998; 2015, 
Wilson &Wong, 2003). Subsequently, there is a rapid adoption of mobile phones as optimism for 
Africa’s economic development (Panos, 2004; Aker & Mbiti, 2010). Studies have shown that 
mobile phones have the potential to support rural development and poverty reduction (Donner, 
2008; Duncombe & Heeks, 2002; Hudson, 2006; Obijiofor, 2015). This suggests that mobile 
phones within developing countries have been used to encourage people to efficient and informed 
action, leading to a greater productivity over current practice (Hudson, 2006; Saunders, Warford &
Wellenius, 1994). Based on this, mobile phones became important tools for development by 
enabling local people to respond efficiently to external economic opportunities or threats (Albu & 
Scott, 2001; McNamara, 2003). Despite this optimism, others argue that there is lack of clarity on 
the role of ICTs to national development (Sein & Harindranath, 2004). The next section presents the 
food security intervention strategies in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia.
1.1 Food security intervention strategies
To support agricultural productivity and alleviate food insecurity, the Ethiopian government has 
introduced different policies and strategies. For instance, the Food Security Strategy (FSS) was 
launched in 1996 and was revised in 2002 and 2003/04. The Food Security Strategy rests on three 
basic pillars (MoFA, 2007; MoFED, 2002). They are:
 to increase the availability of food through increased domestic production
 to ensure access to food for food deficit households
 to strengthen emergency response capabilities
The Food Security Strategy was designed “to address both chronic and transitory food insecurity 
problems” (Haile, 2012, p.1). Besides to the food security policy reforms, the Ethiopian government 
has also introduced different supportive programs such as the Public Safety Net (PSNP) and the 
Food-For-Work (FFW) programs as emergency relief and assistance to the persistently food 
insecure areas such as the eastern Tigray or other rural parts of Ethiopia.
4However, some of the past food security interventions in the country largely focussed on identifying 
appropriate areas of investment, accelerating policy reforms, developing institutions to support 
private sector and creating comprehensive development strategies (World Bank, 2005; Adhikari, 
2011). These intervention strategies however have given limited attention to smallholders. Thus, 
despite introducing policy reforms and social security programs in the country, a large portion of 
the Ethiopian population continues to suffer from chronic food insecurity (Gilligan et al., 2008).
Due to vulnerability to natural shocks, erratic rain and unproductive farms, the Tigray region has 
always been at the centre of attention from different donors and development partners. However, 
donors and development partners mostly focus on their ready-made proposals that rarely address the 
expectations of people at the grassroots. This resonates with Dagron (2003, p.6) who argues that
“…donor’s agendas are imposed over people’s needs.” In the same view, Mushengyezi (2003, 
p.107) underscores that “African governments and their development partners often tend to 
extrapolate communication models from the developed world and apply them wholesale in local 
environments in Africa.” Such development strategies could not materialise as they are not 
contextualised to local thinking and worldviews of rural people. As a result, most rural development 
initiatives including food security programs continue to perform below anticipations and the lives of 
people remain little changed. Referring to the situation of food security in Ethiopia, Mekonnen 
(2000) states that:
Perhaps the greatest challenge that the country faces is that of ensuring food 
security. This is so because of the low technological base of agriculture, limited 
rural infrastructure and off-farm employment compounded by neglect and 
inappropriate policies over many years. The food security strategy, whose 
implementation has begun, is meant to break the complex problems to close the 
food gap and ensure food security (p.14).
This highlights that the recurrence of food insecurity in Ethiopia has been caused by inappropriate 
development strategies (Fasil, 2005). Tekola (1997) argues that most of the rural development 
policies in developing countries do not always match to the expectations of people at the grassroots. 
Thus, rural development policies are blamed for being highly rhetorical rather than targeting 
achievable objectives. Nicola (2003) describes the rhetorical nature of development as follows:
Policies have been formulated as a means of guarantying political support, 
particularly in the run-up to elections. This favours large symbolic gestures, the 
distribution of largesse and promises of favours, but not, in general, promises to 
resolve structural problems with better policies. Policies are pursued that allocate 
economic resources inefficiency, with high opportunity costs from the point of 
meeting the real needs of food insecure. State intervention in supply of agricultural 
inputs, pricing and food distribution persists for political reasons… (p. 20).
5This suggests that rural development policies are not working to address people’s needs to alleviate
persistent poverty and food insecurity, which have become serious concern to the nation.
Development policies of the past governments in Ethiopia have played a major part in worsening
rural food insecurity. In the socialist economic policies of the Derg regime from 1974 to 1991, for 
instance, the country suffered from misguided economic policies severely affecting its food security 
endeavours. Downing (1995) referring to the cause of the 1977-1988 famine in Ethiopia indicated a 
correlation between famine areas and specific government policies. Therefore, rural food security 
policies and strategies in Ethiopia are criticised not only for their inconsistent policies but also for
their failure to consider the context of development.
Thus, it is important to introduce appropriate development communication strategies that can easily 
reach the rural demographic. A detailed examination is also required to shed light on how food 
security programs are communicated to the rural people to help them to understand and actively 
engage in the food security programs. Successful implementation of food security programs needs
understanding of the social context through employing local communication forms. But most of the 
development interventions in Africa have failed due to the centralised and top-down communication 
approaches (Nigussie et al, 2010). This has led to the lack of active community participation and 
overreliance on external communication strategies and models that are not congruent with the 
knowledge and skills of rural people. This is due to the fact that “communication facilitated by 
outsiders does not necessarily accommodate cultural diversity” (Bicker, Pottier & Sillitoe, 2002, 
p.19). Servaes (1999, p.3) notes that the culture and communication dimensions of development 
have long been given a short spot. He links them together and states that “only in the last ten years 
has it been realised that culture and communication could well have a fundamental impact on the 
entire question of development.” 
In eastern Tigray, development agents also named as development brokers (Bierschenk et al., 2002; 
Lewis & Mosse; 2006; de Sardan, 2005), intermediaries (FAO, 2011), change agents (Rogers, 
1995; 2003), or agricultural extension agents supervise the implementation of food security 
programs. Development agents are technical experts who closely work with rural people to help 
them form sound opinions and to make good decisions by communicating with them and providing 
them with the information that they need (van Den Ban & Hawkins, 1996). Therefore, one of the 
basic roles of development agents is to facilitate the flow of innovations to farmers, and the
feedback from farmers is reported back to extension organizations to help them adjust programs to 
suit the changing needs of farmers (Rogers, 2003). Thus, the success of development agents 
depends on the extent they contact and communicate with farmers to keep them informed about 
innovations to improve their agricultural productivity.
6Despite this, Röling (1988) argues that development agents are mostly ineffective in their 
communication with farmers because they lack training in the scientific principles and methods of 
communication. Development agents often have technical but not communication orientation 
(Röling & Engel, 1991). Technical skills involve not only knowledge of the discipline but also the 
ability to impart that knowledge to learners (Lindner & Baker, 2003). Development agents in 
eastern Tigray are trained outside of the culture and language of rural people. Thus, the language of 
communication between development agents and rural people becomes a barrier to mutual 
understanding. Development agents often argue that rural people are well communicated about food 
security programs and are encouraged to participate in development processes. Nevertheless, it is 
not uncommon for development experts to focus on effective information dissemination rather than 
effective communication (Mefalopulos, 2008). Therefore, the expert-led information dissemination 
does not necessarily ensure people’s participation in development processes rather it alienates them
from the development initiatives. This is due to the fact that their knowledges and skills are rarely
acknowledged in the strategy design and implementation of the development programs.
People in eastern Tigray are extremely reliant on folk media forms in that these communication 
forms are not considered as alternative modes of communication but are taken as primary forms to 
disseminate truthful and timely accounts of events. As a result, these communication forms have
still been prominent in the lives of rural people. Folk media forms may cover different events of 
people’s daily lives including news on accidents, market news, weddings, conflicts, the well-being 
of their herds, visitors and newcomers. Rural people in eastern Tigray believe that folk media forms 
can be employed into different programs including the socio-cultural, economic, religious and 
political contexts. The strength of folk media forms thus lies in their credibility and the widespread
practice supported by the existing social networks among people. Thus, despite rural people are 
largely illiterate, they have an established communication system to address their socio-cultural, 
economic, religious, and political needs. Besides, they have centuries old indigenous knowledge 
systems that are applied into different contexts to address various needs of rural people. Due to this, 
rural people often trust their neighbours rather than an external expert when it comes to issues of 
common concern. This is the basic reason that we often observe resistance from farmers when 
introducing innovations like modern fertilizers, for instance. Overall, this study does not take the 
stand that rural development and specifically food security programs should exclusively rely on
people’s knowledge and their folk media forms. Nevertheless, integrating them into the modern 
scientific knowledge can promote effective participation of people to achieve the desired social 
change. 
71.2 Problem statement, objectives and research questions
Food insecurity can be a result of different factors including unpredictable climate, depleted natural 
resources and erratic rainfall among others, which are extremely affecting household level food 
security in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. To alleviate rural food insecurity, the Ethiopian 
government has introduced different policies and strategies. But most of these interventions still 
seem inadequate and a number of people in rural areas continued to depend on foreign food aid for 
their survival. Critics argue that failure to achieve rural food security largely results from policy 
failures, that is, either inconsistent policies and implementation procedures or inappropriate
communication strategies. Similarly, the currently employed top-down and expert-led 
communication strategies are not contextualised to local needs of the people and often fail for these 
reasons. Emphasising on the limitations of top-down development paradigms, development 
thinking has experienced grassroots cultural turn in the past decades (Schech & Haggis, 2000; 
Radcliffe, 2006), or what Kliksberg (1999) calls a new development debate. Enactment of culture-
based development relies on the configuration of local, national, and global power relations that 
shape development interventions (Power, 2003; Schech & Haggis, 2000). Yet the specific 
configuration of culture-based development in operations occurs in a specific locals and spaces 
(Radcliffe, 2006).
In Ethiopia, more than 85% of the population lives in rural areas (CSA, 2007) that rely on folk 
media forms to address their socio-cultural, religious, economic and political needs. The 
convenience of folk media forms to rural people is based on the fact that these communication 
forms are reflections of their culture and history that match with the language and worldviews of the 
people. Due to this, interest in folk media is now increasing in developing countries, which are 
credible and acceptable sources of information (van den Ban & Hawkins, 1996). Therefore, 
communication planners should be aware of the roles folk media forms have played and continued
to play among rural people (Mushengyezi, 2003). Hence, the overall question of this study is: what 
is the significance of folk media for food security communication? Can the use of folk media forms 
help to connect rural people to rural food security programs? Though food security is a complex 
concept and has many indicators, this study only focussed on folk media forms and their potential 
for food security communication in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. The aim of this study is to 
examine the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in chronically food 
insecure areas of eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. The specific objectives and associated research 
questions of this study are as follows: 
81. To provide a critical analysis of the current food security communication strategies in 
eastern Tigray:
What are the currently applied food security communication strategies and methods in 
eastern Tigray? 
 How context-specific are the rural food security communication strategies in eastern 
Tigray?
To what extent do the communication strategies connect rural people in eastern Tigray 
to food security programs? 
    2. To analyse the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in eastern 
Tigray:
What are the commonly used folk media forms in eastern Tigray?
To what levels do folk media forms convey rural food security messages in eastern 
Tigray?
 What is the level of practice of folk media in food security programs in eastern Tigray?
   How do the rural communities evaluate the significance of folk media forms for food 
security communication?
3. To examine ways to integrating folk media forms into food security communication 
strategies
What are the opportunities to employ folk media forms into food security 
communication strategies?
 What are the qualities of folk media forms to integrating them into food security 
communication strategies? 
 What are the issues that require consideration to integrate folk media forms into food 
security communication strategies?
What are the challenges that prohibit integrating folk media forms into food security 
communication strategies?
1.3 Significance, scope and limitation of the study 
To tackle food insecurity, the Ethiopian government has instigated various development efforts and 
undertaken policies reforms. However, rural food insecurity and poverty have persisted due to 
ineffective implementation strategies, which require sustained engagement of institutions rather 
than a mere focus on emergency responses (Lautze et al., 2003). Most importantly, development 
practitioners are required to recognise the development setting and acknowledge the language and 
culture of rural populations. But development agents who are responsible to oversee the 
implementation of rural food security programs in eastern Tigray do not mostly understand the rural 
9context. As a result, they do not employ appropriate communication strategies that are consistent 
with the knowledge and skills of the people. Consequently, rural people remain unaware of the 
nature, objective and implementation procedures of the current food security programs in eastern 
Tigray. This suggests the need to introduce inclusive development strategy focussing on a culture-
centred development approach. 
Existing literature advocates the significance of culture as a factor for sustainable development
(Davis, 1999; Schech & Haggis, 2000; UNESCO, 2001; UNFPA, 2008; Escobar, 1995; 
Commonwealth Foundation, 2008). However, in rural areas such as the eastern Tigray, little has 
been achieved to introduce culture-based development strategies. Instead, food security programs 
are communicated through predominantly top-down approaches. Therefore, examining the potential
of folk media forms for food security communication will provide significant theoretical and 
practical insights into the relevance and applicability of folk media forms for rural development 
communication strategies for different groups working on rural food security programs. Most 
importantly, with the continually failing rural development policies and the lack of clearly designed 
food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray, the study findings can help as policy 
input and practice to integrate folk media forms into rural development communication strategies. 
Furthermore, this study is expected to provoke similar studies that further investigate this area to 
build on additional body of knowledge on the role of folk media to rural development 
communication strategies. This study did not however examine the practical aspects of applying 
folk media forms into food security communication as an actual experiment was beyond the 
possibilities of this study. In addition, the study did not include question that targets and methods of 
the existing food security programs. The next chapter presents the history, geography, an overview 
of food insecurity in Ethiopia and the government policies to alleviate rural food insecurity.
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2. Background
2.1 A brief history of Ethiopia 
Ethiopia is located in the horn of Africa and is known to as one of the oldest nations in Africa and 
perhaps the world. It occupies an area of 1.1 million square kilometers. Ethiopia is bordered by 
Eritrea to the North, Djibouti and Somalia to the East, Sudan to the West and Kenya to the South. 
Based on the Central Statistical Agency (CSA, 2007) report, the Ethiopian population is 77.1 
million and continues to grow at an estimated annual rate of 2.27 %. The 2016 population estimates
indicate that the Ethiopian population is about 100.7 million.1 Nevertheless, it remains difficult to 
get the exact official figure of the population as the country did not undertake Population and 
Housing Census after May 2007. With the current population, Ethiopia remains as one of the most 
populated nations in east Africa and second most populated nation in the continent next to Nigeria. 
Ethiopia is a diverse country with more than 80 ethnicities, varied geographic and climatic 
conditions, rich traditions and a multifaceted history. There is no a clear evidence about the exact 
time of the Ethiopian state formation. However, biblical sources indicate that the Ethiopian empire 
dates back to 1000 B.C.2 The Ethiopian state originated in the northern part of the country with the 
formation of the Axumite Kingdom, which was the centre of power from the 4th to11th centuries.3
Ethiopia has never been colonised by external forces. 
But with the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, the Red Sea coast became increasingly attractive to 
the European colonizers. As a result, Italy focused its attention on Ethiopia, seizing Asab and 
Massawa (the then Ethiopian but the current Eritrean territories) in 1872 and 1885 respectively 
(Selamta Magazine, n.d). In 1889, Menelik and the Italians signed the Treaty of Wichale (Ucciali).
The treaty was one of friendship and cooperation, but the Amharic and Italian versions of it differed
and the Italians claimed that it made all of Ethiopia as their own protectorate (ibid). Consequently, a 
war broke out between Ethiopia and Italy in 1895, and the Italian forces were decisively defeated at 
the battle of Adwa the year after. Afterwards, Italy was forced to recognise the Ethiopian 
independence. In the 1950s and 1960s, Ethiopia had shown a significant progress in its economic 
development. Nevertheless, the Haile-Selassie regime was unable to maintain a peaceful co-
existence in the country, which became the cause of different uprisings. This was chiefly due to the 
                                                            
1countrymeterers.info/en/Ethiopia.
2See Peter Schwab, Haile-Selassie I, Ethiopia's Lion of Judah 10 (1979).
3See K. W. Butzer, Rise and Fall of Axum, Ethiopia: A Geo Archaeological Interpretation, American Antiquity, Vol.6, 
no.3, 1981, PP. 372-473.
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primitive state economy and the inequitable relations between the peasantry and the feudal lords.4
Consequently, it had brought a widespread discontent among the majority especially the children of 
the peasantry who did not have access to modern education.5 Cognisant of the consequences, the 
Haile-Selassie regime had shifted from a Feudal to a Capitalist system and developed a free market 
economy. Nevertheless, the regime remained powerless to achieve it in a sustainable and peaceful 
manner.6 As a result, the Ethiopian revolution broke out in 1974 and led to the overthrow of the 
imperial regime. Then, the Junior Military Officers who called themselves as the Provisional 
Military Administration Council (the Derg), came to power. The Derg regime later turned itself into 
a military dictatorship led by Colonel Mengistu Hailemariam. Thus, despite the changes in the 
leadership, the country had continued internal wars. In 1982, for instance, the Derg regime 
mobilised the entire working people to wars. Mobilization of the young was to tackle the armed 
conflict the regime encountered from the Tigray Peoples’ Liberation Front (TPLF), a member of 
the current ruling party, the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary and Democratic Front (EPRDF). 
The civil war between the Derg and TPLF lasted for 17 years has had a severe impact on the 
country and its people. The young were deprived of their rights to education and parents were 
forced to send their children to join the military force. However, acting against this was a serious 
offence and resulted in death or other serious punishments. For instance, between 1976 and 1978,
the regime killed 500,000 people under the so-called “Red Terror.”7 Therefore, the continued civil 
wars in the country did not only claim the lives of millions of the young generation but were also
the cause of different diseases, migration and loss of assets. Many of the civilians lost their lives 
and others left the country in search of a peaceful life. The civil wars were more devastating to 
citizens who had no way of self-defense. About the seriousness of the conflict and its impact to the 
country, Teodosijevic (2003) states that:
                                                            
4 See Ethiopia, a country Study, supra note 14, (Growth and structure of the economy), http://countrystudies.us 
/ethiopia /77htm.
5 On the history of land tenure in Ethiopia, see Bereket Kebede, Land Tenure and Communal Pool Resources in 
Ethiopia, a Study Based on Fifteen Sites, African Development Review, June 2002, vol. 14, no. 1, and pp. 113-149 
(37) pp. 119. For a Critical Analysis of the student movement in Ethiopia, see also Marina Ottaway, Social Classes 
and Corporate Interests in the Ethiopian Revolution, Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 14, No. 3 (1976).
6 Marina Ottaway, supra note 17, p. 473, Edmond J. Keller, Ethiopia: Revolution, Class, and the National Question 
African Affairs Vol. 80, No. 321 (Oct. 1981).
7 See http://www.denverpost.com/ci_23645064/red-terror-killed-thousands.
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By 1984, almost 10 percent of the 5.8 million strong population aged between 18 
and 40 were serving in the army. Between 1975 and 1990, the death toll was 
estimated to be about 650,000 people, of which 500,000 were civilians. In 1984, a 
census recorded 40,000 amputees. About one third of the 300,000 demobilized 
soldiers returning home at the end of the conflict in 1991 were thought to be 
wounded or disabled (p.20). 
Besides to the civil wars, Ethiopia has experienced a continued drought, which had a massive 
impact on the livelihoods of the country. Ethiopia predominantly relies on agricultural economy but 
the unproductive rural development policies along with the continued drought resulted in both 
chronic and acute food insecurity for many years (Amdissa, 2006). The next section presents 
agricultural policies across different regimes in Ethiopia and their respective roles to promote rural 
food security in the country.
2.2 Agriculture policies in Ethiopia
Ethiopia has experienced three different regimes. The Imperial Regime (1930-1974), the Military 
Regime (1975-1991) also called the ‘Derg,’ and the currently ruling EPRDF (The Ethiopian 
Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front) government (1991-present). Under each regime, the 
agricultural sector has undergone several policy changes both in terms of focus and major goals 
(Kassahun, 2012). The next section presents the agricultural policies in each of the three regimes 
and their respective roles to promote smallholder agriculture to alleviate food insecurity. The reason 
to focus on smallholder agriculture is due to the fact that Ethiopia is a country of smallholders 
(Samuel, 2006), in that average household farm sizes have significantly reduced due to an 
increasing population (Menberu, 2014).
The Imperial Regime (1930-1974)
The policy focus in the Imperial regime was to improve exports in line with the “modernisation of 
agriculture meant to earn foreign currency at the time” (Kassahun, 2012, p.5). During the Imperial 
regime, the first two Five-Year plans (1957-1962 and 1962-1967) heavily favoured large-scale 
commercial farms for augmenting agricultural production. Increase in production was expected to 
be achieved through accelerated investment in large-scale farms (EEA, 2004/05). Even if the 
regime introduced policy reforms emphasising on modernisation of smallholder agriculture during 
the Third Five Year-Plan Period (1968-1973), agricultural productivity has not improved. Dejene
(1990) cited in Kassahun (2012) stated that this phase introduced the package project approach. It 
had two variants, namely the Comprehensive and the Minimum Package Programs focusing on 
improving agricultural production on farms of individual households and organized groups, 
respectively. However, the success of the Comprehensive Package Program was limited because of 
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its high requirements in terms of modern agricultural inputs and skilled human power, unfavourable 
land tenure regime, and poor infrastructural and market development (EEA, 2004/05). Hence, it can 
be noted that the agricultural policy in the Imperial era did not achieve the required success mainly 
due to continued policy changes and lack of focus.
The Military Regime (1975-1991)
The agricultural policy of the military regime followed the socialist philosophy of development. 
This policy was renowned for introducing radical agrarian changes signified by the Land Reform 
Act, which was expressed in nationalisation and equitable distribution of land. Peasant associations 
were established as the nuclei of grassroots administration that served as a means for controlling 
local communities (Kassahun, 2012). Other reforms introduced by this regime for changes in the 
bid to transform smallholder agriculture included the establishment of collective and state farms and 
producers’ cooperatives, which were given privileged access to improved inputs and technical 
services, irrigation facilities, productive land, and higher farm-gate prices (EEA, 2004/05). Service 
cooperatives were also created for facilitating favourable access of smallholders to basic goods and 
services (ibid). Despite increased collectivisation and cooperatives as major features of the 
agricultural sector and new agrarian relations, production declined during most of the years under 
the military rule. Evidence shows that one of the failures of the agrarian policies of the military 
regime was discriminating smallholder agriculture in favour of collectivisation, which gradually led 
to the decline of the agriculture sector (Brune, 1990 cited in Kassahun, 2012).
The Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front (1991-present)
From the mid-1990s, the Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) government 
has introduced an Agricultural Development-Led Industrialisation (ADLI) as its “guiding economic 
development strategy” (EEA, 2011, p.27), and as a fundamental basis for industrialisation in the 
country. Holt and Dessalegn (1999) describe this policy as: 
Formulated in 1994 with the idea of agriculture as the main component for 
economic development, ADLI aims to promote the adoption of improved 
technological inputs and practices, in order to raise agricultural productivity and 
generate savings for investment in other sectors. The major components of ADLI 
include input provision to peasants, promotion of small-scale irrigation, improved 
livestock herds, environmental protection and natural resource management, grain 
marketing efficiency, promotion of farmers’ organizations and women’s 
participation in agriculture, expanding rural roads (p.2). 
EPRDF as a ruling party strongly believes that ADLI is the fastest way to ensure economic 
development. However, critics doubt its efficacy arguing that ADLI tends to disdain labor
productivity by focusing on land productivity even if the main problem of the Ethiopian agriculture 
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is low labor productivity (Berhanu, 2003). ADLI allegedly tends to emphasise the supply side with 
little focus on demand in the face of low purchasing power of the rural people on the one hand and 
the small size of the urban population on the other. Thus, it is unconvincing that increased 
production alone could entail higher farmer income in the absence of adequate demand (ibid). It is 
also claimed that given its fragmented nature and the small size of per capita land holding, peasant 
agriculture cannot shoulder the burden of transforming agriculture to the required levels. Despite
these constraints, EPRDF’s Rural Development Policy and Strategy (FDRE, 2002) reiterated that 
the country’s overall development should be centered on rural areas where smallholder agriculture is 
predominant. As a development strategy, ADLI was believed to be capable enough to bring change, 
yet little has been achieved during to the time of its implementation. Asmamaw (2004), for instance,
notes that ADLI took agriculture as the prime mover of the Ethiopian economy because of its high 
potential for linkages in economic growth, surplus generation, market creation and provision of raw 
materials and generation of foreign exchange. Irrespective of its vast agricultural potential however, 
the country has been in a state of food insecurity and poverty.
The Ethiopian agriculture and the national economy continued to produce insufficient food to feed 
the population (Adugna, 2010). As a result, about 52% of Ethiopia’s population is food insecure 
and below the poverty line (FDRE, 2002). To tackle poverty, the EPRDF government has been 
constantly pursuing development efforts to address rural poverty (Tasew, 2004). However, there are 
numerous factors affecting the success of rural livelihoods efforts in the country. Out of them, 
reliance on erratic is highly affecting smallholders in the country. The rainy season in Ethiopia lasts 
from June to September often with varying amount of rain across different regions in the country. 
Besides, though Ethiopia has a vast irrigable land, evidence shows that the country is not benefiting 
from agricultural irrigation. Kebede (2003) argues that out of the 4.3 million hectares of irrigable 
agriculture in Ethiopia, only 5% is currently utilised. This has greatly affected the agricultural 
productivity to produce sufficient food in rural farms as the rural and urban populations both 
depend on rural farms for food supplies. Another challenge the country has been facing is ever-
increasing natural resource degradation. The Ethiopian situation clearly reflects the degree to which 
the bases for sustainable livelihood are adversely affected by natural and man-made calamities 
(Asmamaw, 2004). Most areas are highly degraded with both continued use as well as carelessness
for planting trees. Besides, the unprivileged have limited access to most of the livelihood capital 
assets, which have widened income disparity and undermined their bargaining power to promote 
sustainable livelihoods (ibid). Moreover, with the increasing population growth, the search for 
arable land has been exacerbated. 
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Additionally, due to the unpredictable climate, efforts to achieve rural livelihoods programs often 
remain ineffective putting the country into poverty–environmental degradation and food insecurity 
circle (Shibru & Kifle, 1998). Though the government has introduced policies to rehabilitate most 
areas, it requires more attention based on the severity of the problem. The other challenge to 
alleviate food insecurity and poverty in Africa in general and in Ethiopia in particular is that of the 
institutions of governance (Sisay & Tesfaye, 2003). This might depend on different factors but the 
subject of leadership qualities and lack of accountability are some of the areas that prohibit the 
success of implementing development endeavours. Implementations procedures of development 
programs are not clearly communicated to the people. In this regard, only a few people have access 
to resources that often become less transparent. Correspondingly, with limited resources the nation 
can afford, most of them are underutilised. Thus, maladministration and inefficiency are largely the 
major threats affecting the sustainability of rural development programs. In most contexts, it is 
becoming a reality that “conflicting interests and objectives by different stakeholder groups” often 
accompany rural development (van de Fliert, 2010, p.90). This creates uncertainties on prioritising
projects in terms of the resources at hand. Therefore, without good leadership, transparency and
well-designed and realistic development objectives from all the stakeholders, rural development 
will simply be the slogan of a few. The next section presents the Tigray Regional State, which 
forms the focus of this study.
2.3 The Tigray Regional State
Tigray Regional State is one of the regional states within the structure of the Federal Democratic 
Republic of Ethiopia with total area coverage of 80,000 km2. It is located in the northern part of the 
country and the region’s capital Mekelle, which is 762 Km away from the country’s capital, Addis 
Ababa. As the region’s capital, Mekelle serves as the region’s political and administrative centre. 
Tigray regional state borders with Eritrea from the north, Sudan in the west, Afar Regional State in 
the east and Amhara Regional State in the southwest. The region has an estimated population of 
over 4.3 million out of which 80.5% of the population lives in rural areas (CSA, 2007). But the 
2013 population estimates indicate that the Tigray population is more than 5.06 million.8 But it 
remains difficult to get the exact official figure of the population of the region as Ethiopia did not 
undertake Population and Housing Census after May 2007. The population growth rate in the region 
is estimated to be 3% per annum (Bezu & Holden, 2008; Aster, 2007). The topography of the region 
is predominantly mountainous and the elevation ranges from 500 meters above sea level in the 
eastern part of the region (Irob) to 3,900 meters in the southern zone. 
                                                            
8 See http://www.ethiovisit.com/tigray/75/.
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Tigrigna is the office working language in the Tigray Regional State. The region predominantly 
relies on agricultural economy with subsistence rain-fed farming. The average rainfall for the 53.2% 
of the region is about 600 mm (Aster, 2007). Thus, erratic rain largely affects agricultural 
productivity of smallholders in rural areas. As a result, the agricultural sector has been highly 
constrained by severe degradation problems in the form of high levels of soil erosion and nutrient 
depletion (Bezu & Holden, 2008). Furthermore, the high population pressure in the region has 
resulted in smallholders. In average, it is about one hectare, which varies from 0.5 hectare to 0.9 
hectare in the densely-populated highlands and nearly 2 hectares in the low lands (Aster, 2007). 
Tigray region is divided into five administrative zones (Western, North Western, Central, Eastern 
and Southern), 34 rural districts, 12 urban districts and 660 sub-districts. In the region, there are 
three different ethnic groups: The Tigreans, the Saho Irobs, and the Kunama people. The Tigreans 
(Tigrigna language speakers) embody the majority of the population but the Saho Irobs and the 
Kunamas are fewer in number. Out of the 4.3 million people in Tigray region, the Saho Irobs 
represent 33,407 whereas the Kunama are only 4, 864 in number (CSA, 2007, p.73). Kunama 
people are originally form Eritrea residing in North Western Tigray and are not part of this study.
This study focuses only on the eastern Tigray and specifically the Gulomekeda and the Irob 
districts. These districts are located in the border areas with Eritrea and are situated in remote areas 
from the Tigray regional administration centre, Mekelle.
Gulomekeda also (spelled as Gulomahda) is one of the districts in eastern Tigray. It is located at the 
distance of approximately 145 kms from Mekelle. Evidence shows that Gulomekeda got its name 
partly from the legendary Queen Makeda, also known as the Queen of Sheba.9 Gulomekeda district 
is occupied by Tigrigna speaking majority. The district has a total population of 84,236 out of 
which 98.33% of the people are Tigrigna speakers and the remaining groups speak other languages
(CSA, 2007). Other groups in the district represent employees from other regions or those who 
permanently moved from other regions and Eritrean migrants. Gulomekeda is bordered by Ganta 
Afeshum from South, central Tigray form west, Eritrea from north, and Irob from the east. Like the 
rest of the Tigray region, agriculture remains as the main source of economy both growing crops 
and raising livestock in the district. The Irob district is located in the northeastern part of Tigray at a 
distance of 167 Km from Mekelle. Irob land is bordered by Eritrea and the Afar Regional State. The 
district is divided into seven sub-districts, which are placed in remote and geographically dispersed 
locations from Dawhan, the centre of the district administration.
                                                            
9 http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/cultures/sheba_01.shtml.
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Out of the total Irob land, 85% covers mountainous areas, the rest 14% and 1% cover semi-
mountains and a plain land respectively. This makes the district inconvenient for both transportation 
and availability of arable land. In Irob district, the main economic activity is livestock production 
mixed with limited crop cultivation. The main livestock types are cattle and goats. Abreha (2010) 
argues that the Irob people are seemingly semi-pastoralists as they are typically neither movable 
people nor are they entirely engaged in agricultural activities. Even if there are attempts for 
irrigation in some areas of the district, the Irob land remains inconvenient for such purposes at 
large. The origin of the Irob people is about claiming as far as 24 generations back as to reach their 
founding father, Werede-Mehret who first lived at Tsira’e in around Kilte-Awla’elo, eastern Tigray
(Berhe, 2008). It is revealed that Werede-Mehret is believed to have moved to Adigrat, a specific 
place named Gol’aa. At the end, along with all his sons, he settled in Hareze, an Irob land near 
Mountain Assimba. From among the Werede-Mehret’s sons, Sume was the one whom the Irob 
people claim as their genealogical descendant. It is believed that the Irob land got its nomenclature 
after this ethnic group settled in the area. 
The word ‘Irob’ came from the root word ‘Oroba’ meaning get into the house. The Irob people use 
this term to welcome a guest who comes to their villages entailing their generosity to share what 
they have. It is also believed that the first inhabitants of Irobs may have used the term in order to 
welcome the afterward-coming Irob people. Oroba is still used to welcome guests who visit the Irob 
land. The Irob ethnic group comprises three major clans referred to as ‘ad’oha Irob’ literally it 
means the three Irobs. The three Irobs represent the clans Buknayto, Adgada, and Hasaballa who 
reside in dispersed locations of the district. Geographically, Buknayto occupies the central areas of 
the district mainly around Alitena, Wer’atle, and Dawhan areas. The Adgadas inhabit in the 
northern most part of the district called ‘Adgadi’are’, which literally means the homeland of 
Adgada clans. The Hasaballa clans reside in Hareze, Enda-Mossa and Ara’e areas located to the 
eastern remote areas from the centre of the district administration, Dawhan. The next section 
presents the land policies in the Tigray regional state. This is of great relevance due to the fact that 
people in eastern Tigray predominantly rely on agriculture for their livelihoods. However, 
participation of households in the current government food security programs requires land 
ownership and tenure security.
2.4 Land policy in Tigray Regional State
The Ethiopian Constitution proclaims that ‘Land is a common property of the nations, nationalities 
and peoples of Ethiopia and shall not be subject to sale or to other means of transfer’ (FDRE, 1995). 
This declaration limits land tenure rights of individuals for their land holdings. Tenure rights are set 
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of rules and norms that determine who can use what resource, under what conditions and for how 
long (FAO, 2009). Limited land rights prohibit the transfer of land through long-term lease or sales. 
This implies that smallholders can be deprived of their land holdings when a potential investor 
might have an expression of interest. As a result, in Ethiopia, access to land is becoming a result of
multiple and competing factors due to an augmented investment and land grabbing both from local 
and foreign investors (Lavers, 2012; Dessalegn, 2011). The main purpose of the agricultural 
investment policy in Ethiopia is to utilise foreign exchange earnings from agricultural exports to 
achieve food security through trade and ultimately to ﬁnance technological imports to accelerate 
industrialisation. But as a development strategy, this policy has limitations to achieve food security
as it provides limited focus to internal production as it favours largely on the trade-oriented 
approaches (Lavers, 2012). Promoting large-scale investment has left farmers only with usufruct 
rights to land holdings, which progressively lowers their interest to invest in their farms. This has 
sparked a debate among Ethiopian and foreign scholars regarding the effect of the tenure system on 
land investment and management, factor mobility and the development of the non-farm sector 
(Gebremedhin & Berhanu, 2005). Farmers who are uncertain about their tenure rights are less likely 
to invest on their farms to keep the fertility and productivity of farms. Gebremedhin and Swinton 
(2003) found that farmers’ perceived land tenure security in Tigray, northern Ethiopia, was 
significantly and positively associated with long-term durable soil conservation investments such as 
stone terraces.
Land tenure systems in Tigray region had been quite complex since the Axumite period.10 But 
evidence shows that land related reforms were made after the monarchs of Tigray accepted 
Christianity around 320 A.D (Mitiku et al., 2005). Traditionally, every Tigriyan was entitled to a 
piece of land by virtue of belonging by birth to a certain community, regardless of the village land 
tenure systems. Thus, in Tigray region, land distribution procedures have long existed taking into 
account the quality and location of the land. To maintain fairness, rural land distributions were
made using a leaf as a kind of lottery for allocation of plots. However, after the Derg land reforms 
in 1975, which also marked the beginning of the Tigray Peoples Liberation Front (TPLF) struggle, 
25% of the peasants in Tigray had little or no land, 45% had less than a hectare, 23% between half 
and one hectare and 21% between one and two hectares (ibid). Based on the 2001 Ethiopian 
Economic Policy and Research Institute survey findings, out of Tigray’s 3.5 million subsistence 
smallholder farming citizens (85% of the Tigray State’s total population), 75% had too little land to 
produce a living, the highest percent in Ethiopia. Agarwal (2003) states that there are three main
sources of access to arable land: the state, the family and the market. Similar sources of access to 
                                                            
10 See http://countrystudies.us/ethiopia/5.htm
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land acquisition are used in Ethiopia (Yigremew, 2005). In eastern Tigray or other parts of the 
region, there are several land acquisition methods including distribution, sharecropping, fixed lease, 
borrowing, inheritance and accommodation. However, while the use of fixed lease appears to be 
increasing in the region, the use of distribution, “accommodation” and inheritances are decreasing 
(Gebremedhin et al., 1999). Rural land distributions in eastern Tigray are implemented under the 
guidelines of the district level Land Management and Natural Resource Protection Office. This 
office works on the natural resource management programs and land distribution to the landless
mainly targeting the military returnees, the youth and female households in their respective 
Tabias.11 The land management team in each Tabia reports any vacant land, land whose owner has 
migrated or deceased (and does not have a recognised inheritor) to their respective district level 
Land Management and Natural Resource Protection Office. This form of land distribution is called 
accommodation also locally named as Mishigishag.12 Accommodation or Mishigishag is not a 
formal and unified land distribution system across region or districts in Tigray rather it is 
implemented based on availability of land and request from the landless. It is reported that formal 
land distributions in eastern Tigray have not been made since 1986.13
Despite the fact that accommodation or Mishigishag programs seemed to support fair land 
distribution for the landless, lack of transparency from the Tabia Land Management Team and weak 
documentation systems are some of the reasons affecting its effective implementation. Thus, 
accommodation as a land distribution system in eastern Tigray remains short of meeting the needs 
and expectations of the landless. As a result, while some farmers own large land holdings, others do 
not have access to it. Generally, it can be argued that in dominantly agrarian societies such as the 
Ethiopian, access to land becomes an essential component to help people actively participate in 
agriculture and diversify their income sources. However, lack of access to land leads to a decline in 
income and lack of access to food (Maxwell & Wiebe, 1999). Implementation of the current
government food security packages in eastern Tigray or the rest parts of the country necessitates
access to land. Nevertheless, for the landless, these packages cannot support their food security 
endeavours. Berhanu et al. (2003) found that landholding is one of the factors that constrain farm 
income and the level of household food security in Ethiopia. Due to this, land tenure issues in 
Ethiopia continue to be at the centre of political and economic importance (Menbere, 2014; Samuel, 
2006). Therefore, with the strict state land ownership in Ethiopia, land policy is influenced by the 
                                                            
11 Tabia is the lowest administrative unit in Tigray region comprising four to five villages.
12 Mishigishag is a local term referring to a system to accommodate a landless household a plot of land from communal 
land or from households who are believed to have larger land holdings, without making a major land distribution 
among the community (Tigray Regional State Negarette Gazette, 239/ 2014).  
13 Interview with development agent (in Dawhan, Irob district on August 22, 2014).
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fast-growing population, small size land holdings and the rising number of landless mainly female 
households and youths. Overall, the concern about the current Ethiopian land policy is that with the 
expectation to create an enabling environment for agricultural productivity to promote food 
security, it remains intricate to deal with an ever-growing land demand both internally and 
externally. The next section presents the government policies and food security programs in Tigray.
2.5 Government policies on food security
2.5.1 Policy context for food security
Food security as a concept came to being in the 1970’s and continued to take hold of considerable 
attention in the global development context. Broadly, food insecurity is characterised by the lack of 
available, accessible, adequate and acceptable food. Gillespie and Haddad (2001) note that food 
insecurity refers to inability of households to have reliable access to food in sufficient quantity and 
quality to enjoy active and healthy life. Based on Oriola (2009), food security entails producing 
food that will go round every citizen both in quality and quantity. However, food security is often a 
challenging concept to define.14 In the mid-1970s, definitions of food security focused on total food 
supplies at national and global levels and analysts advocated production self-sufficiency as a 
strategy for nations (Van der Veen &Tagel, 2011). However, food security definitions further 
became more intricate due to a shift in the level of analysis from global and national to household 
and individual levels (ibid). Food security definitions in the 1980s, for instance, shifted from global 
and national levels to household and individual levels. Moreover, the definitions have undergone a 
further analysis after the 1996 World Food Summit.15
Based on the refined definition, food security is seen as a situation that exists when all people, at all 
times, have physical, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets 
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (FAO, 2002). This definition is 
broader than the previous definitions, for instance, that of the World Bank (1986), which was 
summed up by Maxwell and Frankenberg (1992, p.8) as “secure access at all times to sufficient 
food for a healthy life.” Therefore, a blend of them with the main emphasis on availability, access, 
and utilisation of food can deal with the operational definition in addressing food security matters. 
There are two types of food insecurity: the transitory food insecurity and the chronic food 
insecurity. The transitory food insecurity refers to the situation when there is a temporary lack of 
                                                            
14 Food security is a knotty concept and may not have a single definition. Hoddinott (1999) for instance, indicates that 
there are approximately 200 definitions and 450 indicators for food security.
15 See the 1996 Rome Declaration on World Food Security, at: http://www.fao.org/docrep/003/w3613e/w3613e00.HTM
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access to food, whereas chronic food insecurity situations exist when people face inability to 
produce or acquire food (Maxwell & Smith, 1992). Nevertheless, the exact difference between the 
two food insecurity types remains imprecise (Devereux, 2000). Based on FAO (2010), there are 925 
million undernourished people globally; in that one out of three is from developing countries 
(Beddington et al., 2011). This shows that the global food availability has continued to decline and 
is often insecure (Guyomard et al., 2011). 
Different scholars and organisations have put different reasons about the persistent global food 
shortages. FAO (2012), for instance, reveals that population growth, urbanisation and rising 
incomes seem to have put pressure on food demand. But Behnassi (2013) argues that global food 
insecurity is strongly linked with other factors most notably climate change, population growth and 
the need to sustainably manage the world’s rapidly growing demand for energy, land and water. But
the World Bank (2003) asserts that global food availability has increased but acknowledges that 
there exist wide variations among countries and regions. The Bank further points out that globally 
there not shortages on aggregate food production but food shortages exist due to insufﬁcient 
purchasing power of poor people leading to inadequate food for individuals even if food prices have 
fallen to record lows. With regards to eastern Africa, UNECA (2015, p. 26) argues that food 
insecurity has been exacerbated in recent years due to two main factors. First, there has been a 
sizeable decline in the level of food production in the sub region; second, the price of food has 
dramatically increased in the last two years, making food effectively unavailable to many 
households. Despite the above views, Barrett (2002) contends that a large share of hunger 
worldwide arises due to chronic deprivation and vulnerability, not short-term shocks. Therefore, it 
can be noted that food insecurity is related to structural factors such as persistent lack of access to 
land or productive assets or the highly-skewed distribution of employment opportunities and 
income.
In Ethiopia, high population growth, environmental degradation, climate change, and drought have 
been intensifying the vulnerability of people to persistent food insecurity. Moreover, the traditional 
farming systems and practices, poor infrastructural services, shortage of farmland are also some of 
the factors enormously affecting food insecurity both at the regional and individual household 
levels. Aster (2007) states that the rural poor are facing both forms of food insecurity and they are 
not able to achieve their food needs even during the rainy seasons. The above views show that food 
shortages vary across regions and there exist multiple factors that worsen food insecurity. This 
implies that regions require context-based responses rather than adopting global experiences to 
alleviate food insecurity. However, this has been a major challenge for most countries like Ethiopia 
who continually suffer from chronic food insecurity. Maunder and Wiggins (2007) contend that the 
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prevailing regional perspective is important but fails to consider the strong empirical evidence that 
indicates that the underlying causes of food crises signiﬁcantly vary among and even within 
countries. The next section presents an overview of food security issues in Ethiopia. 
2.5.2 Food security issues in Ethiopia: an overview
Food insecurity is one of the defining features of rural poverty in most of the developing nations. 
Evidence shows that the Sub-Saharan Africa is extremely vulnerable to food insecurity. In the Sub-
Saharan Africa, food insecurity remains a chief development concern (Conceição et al., 2011). The 
percentage of malnourished people in Sub-Saharan Africa has risen from 17% to 27% between 
1990 and 2011 (FAO, WFP & IFAD, 2012). Due to this, the region continues to face challenges to 
obtain sufficient food (Diouf, 2005; Omotesho et al., 2006). Ethiopia is also one of the most food 
insecure nations in the Sub-Saharan Africa. In the last three decades, the country has never been 
able to attain sufficient production to feed its growing population (Ejiga, 2006). Consequently, 
many rural Ethiopians live in conditions of chronic hunger with a low average daily energy supply 
and pervasive undernourishment (Berhanu, 2004). This shows the perseverance of poverty in rural 
areas of the country including eastern Tigray. UNDP (2011) states that poverty levels in Ethiopia 
remain high as the country was ranked 174th out of 187 countries in the Human Development Index 
and many within the population remain dependent on some kind of food aid.
The Ethiopian economy predominantly relies on the agriculture sector, which accounts for about 
50% of the country's GDP, 85% of employment, and 65% of the total exports involving mainly 
coffee, oilseeds, pulses, hides and skins (MoFED, 2007). Adenew (2006) states that smallholder 
farmers cultivate about 95% of the land dominate the agricultural system in rural Ethiopia. 
Similarly, people in remote areas like the eastern Tigray are dependent on agriculture. They 
participate in crop cultivation, animal husbandry and bee keeping with a largely subsistence 
agriculture, which relies on inadequate seasonal rainfall. Besides, due to lack of technology and 
capitals, smallholders practice traditional farming methods that affect their capability to agricultural 
production. Consequently, despite spending most of their time in agricultural practices, the majority 
of people in eastern Tigray are food insecure. WFP (2009) states that more than 58% of the total 
population in Tigray region live in absolute poverty (earning less than a dollar a day), which makes 
the region's situation more serious compared to the national average of 44.4%. The causes for food 
insecurity in the region are complex as the country is prone to drought and environmental 
degradation making households extremely vulnerable to food shortages. Both chronic and short-
term adverse conditions seem to occur. 
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In eastern Tigray, food insecurity became a vicious circle due to poverty (both as cause and 
consequence), the highly-depleted resource base, weak institutions (notably markets and land 
tenure) and unhelpful or inconsistent government policies. Besides, poor infrastructure, lack of 
transparency, and inefficiency continued to be some of the internal threats affecting rural food 
security. The Tigray region and the eastern Tigray at specific has been a war front for most of the 
wars the country experienced including the recent Ethio-Eritrean border conflict. There is no 
evidence whether conflicts cause food insecurity. But it is clear that armed conflicts often result in 
the demolition of rural infrastructure, the loss of livestock, deforestation and the widespread use of 
land mines, which disrupt agricultural practices. Teodosijevic (2003, p.19) states that armed 
conflicts have severe influence on food security by “disrupting agriculture and the farming systems 
operated by households.” FAO (2016, p.2) citing the existing conflicts in South Sudan and Syria 
indicates that “conflicts damage agriculture, disrupt food production and food systems; fuel the 
plundering of crops and livestock that cause loss of assets and incomes.” This suggests that rural 
households do not have coping mechanisms to strive the damages as it affects their farm production 
even during rainy seasons. 
Besides, persistent drought continues to create severe effects on agricultural productivity causing
food security in Ethiopia. In the late 1970s, Ethiopia suffered from a series of droughts, which 
progressively lowered agricultural productivity. The drought period that occurred between 1984 and 
1986 plunged the country into famine and the embattled northern regions of the country including 
Tigray and Amhara regions were hardest hit (Selamta Magazine, n.d). Besides, rural agriculture has 
also been extremely vulnerable to climate change in that farmers have limited coping mechanisms 
to alleviate the problem. Based on Di Falco, Veronesi & Yesuf, (2011, p.832), “Ethiopia is one of 
the countries that are most vulnerable to climate change with the least capacity to respond”. Despite 
both drought and climate change affecting agricultural productivity in Ethiopia, critics argue that 
failure to achieve rural food security has largely resulted from inconsistent policy directions and 
lack of effective implementation strategies.
As discussed in section 2.2, the Ethiopian government introduced different food security policies 
over time but exclusively relied on ADLI as its underlying development strategy and as the main 
vehicle to alleviate food insecurity. But inconsistent policies and program implementation failures 
have continually challenged the successes of rural food security programs. Concerning the 
Ethiopian food security programs and policies, FDRE (2011), for instance, contends that the
previous food security programs implemented in Ethiopia specifically from 2005 to 2009 have 
failed to provide the required result. FDRE further stated that due to failures to previous food 
security policies, the Ethiopian government and donors have initiated a review of the previous 
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programs and designed a new Food Security Program (FSP) for another five years (2010-2014).
The newly designed food security program as depicted in Figure 1, contains four components:
Household Asset Building Program (HABP), Public Safety Net Program (PSNP), Complementary 
Community Investment (CCI), and Voluntary Resettlement (VR) (ibid, 1).
Figure 2. Components of the new Food Security Program, FSP (Source: Manual for HABP, 2011)
As depicted in the above figure, the newly designed food security program encompasses different 
food security components that focus on asset accumulation to help people diversify their income 
sources. Asset accumulation helps individual households to develop income sources to overcome
recurring food shortages in rural areas. Bezu and Holden (2008) argue that asset accumulation 
during a good season can mitigate the hardship and income downturns during a bad one. In Tigray
region, the current food security programs largely rely on the Public Safety Net Program (PSNP) 
and the Household Asset Building Program (HABP) as the main components to alleviate chronic 
food insecurity in areas like the eastern Tigray. Implementation of other components like the 
Complementary Community Investment (CCI) and the Voluntary Resettlement (VR) programs in 
the region however becomes challenging. Implementing Complementary Community Investment 
for instance requires accesses to community lodges or other tourist attractions to which 
communities should take their own initiatives and contribute resources to it. However, achieving 
CCI for people in Irob and Gulomekeda districts seems challenging.
Voluntary Resettlement (VR) as a component of food security focuses on relocating people from 
repeatedly drought affected and food insecure districts to more fertile and productive areas. Yet,
implementation of this program rests on two basic factors. First, it depends on the willingness of the 
people to leave their villages and relocate to different areas. Secondly, it also depends on the extent 
of infrastructure development like healthcare, transport, schools, etc. in areas where people are 
expected to relocate. However, infrastructure development programs are given limited attention in 
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most cases even if people are willing to relocate. It is indicated that similar resettlement programs 
undertaken by the Derg regime from 1985-1987 have resulted in high mortality rates due to 
insufficient preparations to settle the people in new regions. Gebre (2003) found that the 
resettlement programs in Benishangul-Gumuz region in Ethiopia were very poor in their 
infrastructure development. Therefore, VR as a component of food security in Tigray region seems 
to be inconsistent with the interests of people as most people except some youths became unwilling 
to relocate to new areas. Despite these limitations, VR programs as are implemented in other 
regions like the Benishangul-Gumuz region (Gebre, 2003; Pankhurst et al., 2013). Therefore, 
despite collective use of the newly designed food security components can help people to 
accumulate assets to alleviate food insecurity, it seems that the components cannot equally be 
implemented across regions in Ethiopia. Thus, irrespective of their recognition at national and 
regional policy levels in Ethiopia, regions implement them in relation to their suitability to the 
overall context of the specific region. The Tigray region largely focusses on the Public Safety Net 
Program and the Household Asset Building Programs, which are widely implemented as rural food 
security programs. The following sections therefore present the Productive Safety Net Program and 
the Household Asset Building Programs.
2.5.3 The Public Safety Net Program (PSNP)
The Ethiopian government in collaboration with a consortium of donors such as the World Bank, 
USAID, CIDA, and European donors launched the Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) in 2005
(Gilligan, Hoddinott & Taffesse, 2009a). The Productive Safety Net Program as a development-
oriented social protection program was launched to combat persistent food insecurity in the country 
and to avoid previous systems of annual emergency programs.16 Evidence shows that PSNP was 
developed by the World Bank to help the poor against asset depletion and prevent harmful coping 
practices, implemented in the former Soviet Union, Poland and Ukraine. 17 The Ethiopian 
government has implemented the Public Safety Net program after similar programs were found 
effective to support food security programs in Bangladesh. The original Public Safety Net Program 
had two phases. The first phase took place between 2005 and 2009 and the second phase occurred 
between 2010 and 2014 (Debela et al., 2015). The main objective of PSNP is to “provide transfers 
to the food insecure population in chronically food insecure districts in a way that prevents asset 
depletion at the household level and creates assets at the community level” (FDRE, 2004, p.2). 
These transfers are motivated by a commitment to maintaining a minimum standard of living, 
                                                            
16 PSNP in Ethiopia is the largest social protection scheme in Africa outside South Africa’s social grant scheme.
17 See Subbarao et al. (1997). Safety Net Programs and Poverty Reduction: Lessons from Cross-Country Experience 
available at: http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/666481468781474860/pdf/multi-page.pdf.
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overcoming severe temporary negative shocks to income and avoiding the formation of longer-term 
poverty traps (Barrett & McPeak, 2006; Barrett, Carter & Ikegami, 2008; Grosh et al., 2008). PSNP 
was built upon the previous emergency food aid programs and included components such as food-
for-work (FFW), cash-for-work (CFW) and direct support through free food. PSNP differed from 
previous interventions by offering individual member households a guaranteed source of income for 
at least five consecutive years (2005–2009 for initial members), and in many cases guaranteed 
income for an additional five years (2010–2014) (FDRE, 2009). PSNP as a program has two 
components, the public work (PW), which helps 85% of the targets, and direct support (DS) that 
helps the rest 15% (FDRE, 2006). Public works refer to “labour intensive community-based 
activities which are designed to provide employment for chronically food insecure people who have 
‘able-bodied’ labour” (ibid, 5). The direct support is the minor component provided to labour-scarce 
households who cannot participate in public works and who do not have sufficient and reliable 
support as remittances from other relatives. Such individuals include disabled or elderly persons, 
lactating mothers during the first ten months after birth, pregnant women, and orphaned teenagers 
(World Bank, 2009). 
FDRE (2002) argues that public works enable society to adopt great responsibility in safeguarding
natural resources and the already completed projects. Therefore, they are designed to serve as 
instruments for rehabilitating the environment and protecting the natural resources. PSNP runs 
public works and the FFW programs, which focus on rehabilitating the natural resources of the 
drought-prone districts in the country. Food for Work as a public work program came into effect in 
1972 with the WFP funded projects in Eritrea, Tigray, Wollo and Harar, which were reportedly 
drought affected areas.18 Based on FDRE (2006), most of the public works from the PSNP are 
aimed at environmental conservation to intensify the productive capacity of the natural resource 
base. This is because of the fact that chronic food insecurity that affects millions in drought-prone 
areas is caused by recurrent droughts and land degradation (Samuel, 2005, p. 211). FFW as a 
program combines two distinct goals: distributing food to the needy and constructing public works
(Berhanu & Swinton, 2001). Constructing public works include building terraces to prevent soil 
erosion and reforestation of depleted areas. In Tigray region, FFW participant selection follows the 
same approach as the one used for selecting other food aid participants (Sharp, 1997). Sharp further 
argues that there are three food-aid distribution systems in Tigray. In the ﬁrst, free food is 
distributed to those unable to work. In the second part, monthly payments of about 15 kg of food are 
paid to selected participants for monthly work of 5-6 days (also known as Employment Generating 
                                                            
18 See Braun, Teklu and Webb, (1991). Labor-intensive public works for food security: Experience in Africa (No. 6). 
International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI).
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Scheme). In the third, FFW payments are made on ﬁxed daily rates of 3 kilograms and are paid 
according to the number of days participants have worked. Food-For-Work programs are still 
implemented in Tigray region and if properly managed, these programs could help people to avoid 
‘transitory income shocks’ mainly for those who are willing to work (Barrett & McPeak, 2006, 
p.19). As a long-term objective, these programs engage people in the construction of roads, soil, and 
water conservation, building terraces to control erosion and other activities that uphold sustainable 
rural livelihood programs. PSNP participants in Tigray, as of the other parts of Ethiopia, are 
selected through administrative criteria (Sharp, 1997; Gebremedhin & Swinton, 2001). First, the 
regional authorities determine the quota for each woreda (district) based on crop assessment, early 
warning, and food stock information. The Woreda (district) Council then distributes quotas to the 
Tabias. Each Tabia Council has a Relief and Rehabilitation Committee (RRC) of three to five 
people that prepares a list of beneficiaries. The criteria typically used are (a) ownership of oxen or 
other livestock, (b) off-farm income and (c) remittances received (Gebremedhin & Swinton, 2001).
Upon receiving predictable transfers and complementary interventions throughout the program 
period, PSNP participants are expected to graduate out of dependence on external support. Food 
sufficiency is an intermediate step toward food security and is directly related to the ability to 
graduate from the PSNP: “A household has graduated when, in the absence of receiving PSNP 
transfers, it can meet its food needs for all 12 months and is able to withstand modest shocks.” This 
state is described as ‘food sufficient’ (PSNP Graduation Guidance Note, 2007, p.2). Based on
Frankenberger et al. (2007), the recommended graduation criteria for PSNP participants in Tigray is 
summarised as follows.
Household income        Consumption Household asset
6 birr/day
10-15 birr per day 
from unskilled 
labour
Produce enough of 6-9 
months of household’s own
production
2 meals per day
1 ox
1 cow
2 goats (sheep)
3-9 chicken 
4 quintals of harvest 
per year
  
Table 1: Criteria for PSNP graduation (Source: Frankenberger et al., 2007)
The long-term objective of PSNP is thus to move individual households out of reliance on PSNP for 
their food needs. This implies that each graduating household is identified as his or her food 
security status is officially named as food sufficient. However, if we have to be guided by the PSNP
graduation criteria set by Frankenberger et al. (2007), this criterion merely focusses on household 
income, level of consumption and the number of assets. 
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Nevertheless, it is challenging to conclude food security of individuals based on the levels of their
asset accumulation. As discussed in section 2.5, food security of households relies on a number of 
factors. Specifically, with the predominantly agriculture-based economy like the Ethiopian, 
households land tenure rights remain at the centre of agricultural productivity. Thus, without 
sufficient arable land and a grazing land for their herds, it remains challenging for households to 
benefit out of the accumulated assets such as livestock holdings. Overall, with regards to PSNP 
graduation, how transparent is the selection criteria to identify the extent of asset accumulation of 
households? How supportive are those assets to each household to alleviate food insecurity? What
is the level of readiness of households to the PSNP graduation? What strategies are in place to 
further support PSNP graduates through input linkages, business planning and market advices? 
These are some of the questions among others, which require immediate response from the
respective government food security offices. Besides, it requires continued follow-ups to evaluate 
the living conditions of households after PSNP graduation and support them maintain their income 
sources. Otherwise, PSNP graduation might not be a guarantee to sustain the food security of rural 
households. The next section discusses Household Asset Building Program.
2.5.4 Household Asset Building Program (HABP)
The Household Asset Building Program as a component of rural food security programs refers to
“income sources diversified and productive assets increased for food insecure households in 
chronically food insecure districts” (FDRE, 2011, p.4). Hoddinott et al. (2012) state that HABP is 
used to complement the PSNP by providing additional products or services designed to improve 
agricultural productivity or support microenterprise development. HABP offers trainings to enable 
households access improved seeds, conduct soil and water conservation, improve irrigation or 
undertake beekeeping (figure 2). Thus, it requires creating strong linkages between HABP and the 
Public Works component of the PSNP to realise the graduation of food insecure households. Based 
on FDRE (2011, p. 9), the linkages between HABP and PSNP are as follows.
 All HABP beneficiaries benefit from PSNP interventions.
 To improve the rate of graduation for a household, participation in the HABP and PSNP is 
critically important.
 To achieve maximum development impact, districts must integrate HABP with Safety Net 
interventions and broader district level development plans. For example, there are strong 
potential linkages between PSNP Activities (e.g. area closure, water projects, small-scale 
irrigation, etc.) and HABP activities (e.g. animal fattening, vegetable cultivation, etc.). Thus, it 
will be important to achieve synergy between the PSNP activities and those of HABP.
29
 As there will be a significant increase in the use of natural resources, it will be important to 
combine the environmental and social assessment of the PSNP with the HABP.
 The HABP is planned to enhance production and productivity of households to increase their 
assets and PSNP complements this through the Community Asset Building.
Overall, HABP as a component of food security program largely focuses on providing consultative, 
technical, and financial support to chronically food insecure households. Moreover, it aspires to 
build the capacity of program experts and financial service providers who closely work with rural 
households (FDRE, 2011). However, in terms of the consultative roles offered to rural households, 
it is not clear how it is implemented. Therefore, some of the questions related to the consultative 
roles can be: how regularly are households communicated about the short-term and long-term 
objectives of the specific loan and its implementation procedures? What are the procedures to 
evaluate implementation of loans to the specific program households intend to achieve? What are 
the challenges affecting households to participate in loans? These are some of the points that require 
immediate attention to help households obtain sufficient knowledge about financial loans. Financial 
loans are provided with high interest rates and households are expected to return them irrespective 
of what they may benefit from these loans. 
However, most of the households take loans without adequate knowledge about the extent of 
interest within the 1-2 years or exactly how and when to return the money to the financial 
institutions. It is also commonly observed that households use loans to cover personal expenses 
such as costs related to social activities or to their family members migrating to Saudi Arabia or 
other countries in search for better life. This implies that there are no clearly outlined approaches to 
regulate proper use of loans by households. With this, even if there are some households who use 
loans to invest on assets, they do not have the skills to identify what can best support their needs.
Those households who cannot return their loans on time face jail or discrimination from other 
government benefits. Based on this, we can argue that access to loans can support households to 
accumulate assets and diversify their income to alleviate food insecurity. But it all depends on the 
extent rural households recognise the benefits of participating in loans and understand how to use 
them. Otherwise, providing loans may not be a guarantee to help rural households to alleviate food 
insecurity. In light of this, HABP needs to organise strategies in place to ensure proper use of loans 
and offer continuous trainings to households to help them develop skills to manage their assets. 
Thus, it may require providing extensive educational and informative sessions to households before 
they participate in loans.
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2.6 Conclusion
As discussed in previous sections, the newly revised food security program in Tigray largely 
focuses on PSNP and the HABP programs. Unlike to other programs, PSNP operates incessantly
over several years targeting chronically food insecure households. HABP complements the 
activities of PSNP programs to provide consultative, technical and financial support to these
households. Gilligan et al. (2008) found that though the PSNP increased food security, it has
reduced growth rates in livestock holdings. Other studies have shown that PSNP discourages 
private investment, which is basic to future production opportunities (Anderson, Mekonnen & 
Stage, 2011). The argument in relation to extensive involvement in PSNP is that if more labour is 
allocated to public works program, less labour is available for individual farm production and 
investments. Holden et al. (2006) argue that Food for Work programs increase income per capita
but they indicated that own food production is reduced and in drought years for households with 
accessing FFW programs. This occurs because households accessing FFW reduce farm labour use, 
including soil conservation labour. Overall, with focus on chronically food insecure households in 
eastern Tigray, PSNP has been crucial for saving the lives of households in times of food shortages. 
But in terms of sustainable and long-term term food security programs for households, it is 
important to look into ways to strengthen the practices of PSNP beyond the monthly income of 
participants.  
To effectively use PSNP to support food insecure households in eastern Tigray, the Tigray Regional 
Bureau of Agriculture and the food security office are required to address the following points.
First, introduce appropriate communication strategies to inform and educate rural households about 
the PSNP objectives to support food security. Secondly, households graduating from PSNP 
programs should be given trainings and technical support to properly manage their assets to 
maintain food security. Thirdly, the HABP is required to provide continual financial and 
consultative trainings to households so that households can effectively manage their loans to 
accumulate assets. Fourthly, there should be strategies in place to support households to develop 
their entrepreneurial skills to diversify their income sources. Lastly, even if there are huge amount 
of resources invested to implement PSNP, there are no follow-ups to supervise implementation of 
the programs. Thus, it is of paramount significance to undertake regular follow-ups. Instigating the 
above stated points can support households to actively participate in PSNP programs and 
accumulate assets to improve their food security on sustainable basis. The next chapter presents the 
theoretical framework of the study.
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3. Theoretical framework
This chapter presents related literature about communication for development with a special focus 
on folk media forms and their potential for food security communication in eastern Tigray, rural 
Ethiopia. The relevance of multiplicity paradigm of development to this study is that it focuses on 
cultural and social multiplicity perspectives acknowledging people’s ability to actively participate in 
endogenous development and self-reliance. This paradigm also recognises indigenous knowledge 
and skills of people to achieve the desired social change. Escobar (1995, p. 98) argues that “the 
remaking of development must start by examining local constructions, to the extent that they are the 
life and history of the people, that is, the conditions for and of change.” Folk media forms expressed 
in the language and idioms of people can have a significant role to transfer indigenous knowledge 
and skills of the people. Besides, they can help to convey development messages to inform and 
educate rural people about food security programs. It focuses on the multiplicity paradigm of 
development. This chapter also discusses relevant scholarly views and theories including 
participatory development communication, folk media, and the Sustainable Livelihoods approach.
The relevance of Sustainable Livelihoods approach to this study is that it presents a multi-
disciplinary view of poverty in that poverty is considered beyond an economic problem involving
political, cultural, social and ecological aspects in a given setting. The applicability of sustainable 
livelihoods approach largely rests on the availability of capitals such as social, natural, cultural, 
human, political, and financial, which determine the success of individual households to generate 
diversified income to alleviate poverty and food insecurity. In general, employing the multiplicity 
paradigm of development along with the, participatory development communication, folk media
forms, and the Sustainable Livelihoods approach can help to fully understand the current food 
security programs in eastern Tigray. The next section presents development paradigms and their 
significance to development and social change. 
3.1 Development paradigms and associated communication approaches
Prior to examining the potential of folk media forms for food security communication, it is 
important to begin with the historical overview of development paradigms and associated 
communication approaches to understand their significance in international development. Over the
last few decades, the concept of international development was dominated by information 
dissemination and persuasion. The intent of informing was to maintain individual behavioural
changes rather than the whole facet of a given society. As Dagron (2008, p.69) argues, despite
limited practices in the current development contexts, “communication is building its own 
personality as a discipline for development” Given that, it is important to critically evaluate how 
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communication is incorporated into development programs and its roles to address societal needs. 
The next sections therefore explore the historical overview of the theoretical paradigms of 
development communication in international development.
3.1.1 Modernisation paradigm
Early generation of development communication studies was dominated by modernisation paradigm
also called the dominant paradigm. This paradigm focuses on economic development and growth of 
developing countries through the transfer of technology and the socio-political culture of developed 
societies to traditional or underdeveloped societies (Servaes, 1999). Thus, modernisation paradigm 
views underdevelopment in terms of perceptible, quantitative differences between rich and poor 
countries and advocates to bridge the gaps in development through imitation processes between 
modern and traditional groups to the advantage of the latter (ibid,18). Based on this paradigm, a 
nation was considered to be modern and developed when it closely “resembled Western industrial 
nations in terms of political and economic behavior and institutions, attitudes towards technology 
and innovation, and ‘social and psychic mobility” (Melkote & Steeves, 2001, p.79). Servaes (1996, 
p.83), outlines the distinctive characteristics of the modernization theory as follows:
 Development is a spontaneous, uni-linear and irreversible process inherent in every single 
society.
 Development implies structural differentiation and functional specialization.
The process of development can be divided into distinct stages showing the level of 
development achieved by each society.
Development can be stimulated by external, endogenous factors and by internal measures 
that support modern sectors and modernize traditional sectors.
Modernisation theory also suggested cultural and information deficits lie underneath development 
problems. The assumption was that “the problem of underdevelopment or ‘backwardness’ could be 
solved by more-or-less mechanical application of the economic and political system in the West to 
countries in the developing world” (Servaes, 1999, p.5). This has led to the conclusion that applying 
similar paths of development processes from the West would solve the problem of developing 
countries. It was also assumed that adoption of innovations promoted through media and certain 
types of educational, political and economic information into a social system could transform 
individuals and societies from traditional to modern (Servaes & Malikao, 2005). The emphasis on
communication approaches to support development was to focus on media-centred persuasion that 
could improve literacy.
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A number of scholars from the West such as Lerner (1958), Rostow (1953), Rogers (1962), and 
Schramm (1964) devoted an increasing attention to the modernisation paradigm, who accentuated
the effects of mass media and technology as key facilitators to promote economic development in 
developing countries (Houston & Jackson, 2009). Mass media were entrusted with the task of 
establishing a climate of modernisation (Rogers & Svenning, 1969) and were assumed to have 
powerful, uniform, and direct effects on individuals in developing countries. Schramm (1964, 
p.263), for instance, claimed that “a developing country should give special attention to combining 
mass media with interpersonal communication.”  Based on Schramm, mass media perform at least 
three functions: they are the “watch-dogs,” “policy makers,” and “teachers” for change and 
modernization in developing countries. The next paragraphs present the assumptions of western 
scholars concerning the roles of media and technology to modernise people in developing countries.
Rostow’s (1953) modernisation thought puts emphasis on monodisciplinary explanatory factors in 
that Rostow believed that a traditional society changes itself in successive phases into a modern 
society to self-sustaining growth based on the combination of industry-promoting, financial, and 
infrastructure measures. Rostow outlined five stages through which, in his opinion, all societies 
have to pass: a) the traditional society, b) the pre-take off stage c) take-off, d) the road to maturity, 
and e) the mass consumption society. This is basically the sociological variant that deals with the 
view that traditional society can change to modern society by changing their norms, values, and role 
orientations. Similar sentiments about modernisation are identified by Melkote (1991, p. 61) who 
underlines that “the importance of economic growth through industrialisation, capital-intensive and 
machine-intensive technology, a top-down structure of authority with economists in charge, and a 
certain attitude and mind-set among individuals.”
Lerner’s (1958) approach of modernisation paradigm focused on the psychological or behavioristic
perspectives emphasising on the individual value and attitude changes to development of traditional 
societies. The main hypothesis of his study was that “high emphatic is the predominant personal 
style only in modern society, which is distinctively industrial, urban, literate and participant”
(Lerner, 1958, p.50). Central to his research design was the psychological capacity of people to 
adjust to modern environments. Therefore, according to Lerner, mobility stimulates urbanisation, 
which increases literacy, and consequently, economic and political participation as well (Servaes, 
1999). Schramm (1964) building on Lerner’s theory, took a closer look at the connection between 
mass communication and modernising practices and institutions. Schramm believed that modern 
communication media supplement and complement as mobility multipliers to the oral channels of a 
traditional society. Their development runs parallel to the development of other institutions of 
modern society, such as schools and industry, and is closely related to some of the indices of 
34
general social and economic growth, such as literacy, per capita income, and urbanisation. 
Additionally, modernisation was conceived as a process of diffusion whereby individuals move 
from a traditional way of life to a more complex, more technically developed, and more rapidly 
changing way of life (Rogers, 1962, 1983). The other focus of the modernisation paradigm was 
technological deterministic approach, which sees technology as a value-free and politically neutral 
asset that can be used in every social and historical context. Servaes (1999, p.25) stated that within 
this perspective, four different points can be distinguished. 
 Optimistic view shares the conviction that the development and application of technology can 
resolve all the varied problems of humankind.
 At the opposite extreme; namely, technology is the source of all that goes wrong in the
societies.
 Expresses the view of technology as a prepotent factor in development; it sees technology as
a driving force of development.
 Popularized by Marshal McLuhan (1964). It views technology as an inexorable force in 
development, an irresistible as well as an overwhelming force. As McLuhan (1963, p. viii) 
puts it, “any technology gradually creates a totally new human environment,” or, in other 
words, the medium is the message.
Modernisation paradigm emphasising on the role of information and technology transfers, diffusion 
of innovations (new ideas) were considered vital to transform developing societies. Rogers (2003, 
p.5) defines diffusion as the process in which an “innovation is communicated through certain 
channels overtime among members of a social system in that the messages are about a new idea.” 
Innovation refers to an idea, practice or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other 
unit of adoption (ibid,12). Thus, diffusion of innovations contributes to our understanding of how 
new ideas are introduced, adopted and diffused in a given context. It helps to understand how 
innovations can diffuse to help individuals understand the content, relevance of messages and to 
recognise the role of opinion leaders and development agents to convey innovations. Studies have 
shown that opinion leaders are viewed as role models and can communicate in an influential 
manner to those who follow them (Burt, 1999; Valente & Davis, 1999). Opinion leaders have been 
identified as a critical linkage that may provide a solution to communicating with audiences about 
difficult topics (Nisbet & Scheufele, 2009). Third, diffusion of innovations focuses on social 
networks for information dissemination among people. Morris (2003, p.231) citing Reardon and 
Rogers (1988, p.295) argues that “almost every diffusion study finds that peer networks play an 
especially crucial role in decisions to adopt a new idea.” 
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The Irob and Gulomekeda people are located in highly scattered villages. Thus, peers and social 
networks become vital to effectively disseminate messages to other members of the community. 
The current food security programs in eastern Tigray are related to agriculture and people’s 
participation in these programs relies on communication approaches that can effectively address 
messages through the language and idioms of the people. In a related view, Boone, Meisenbach and 
Tucker (2000) state that:
…agriculture and society will need a communications system that recognizes and 
maintains the stabilizing, deep-rooted human and social dimensions of a culture. 
The frictions will be tremendous because we are dealing with human values in 
conflict (p. 49).
However, despite there are different communication forms in a given context, their effectiveness to 
convey the intended message has not always been well understood (Nisbet & Scheufele, 2009). This 
therefore suggests the need to integrate modern messages (innovations) into folk media forms of the 
people so that messages can successfully reach to the rural majority. Rogers (2003, p.11) identifies 
four main elements in the diffusion of innovations. These are: innovation, communication channels, 
time, and social system. These elements have an important role in the diffusion processes of certain 
idea to the community.
 Innovation: refers to a new idea that reaches to the community. Concerning food security 
packages in eastern Tigray, there are important details people need to understand prior to taking 
part in the food security programs. These ideas include the objectives of the food security 
programs, the nature of each food security program, feasibility of the food security programs to 
the specific geographical context, and implementation procedures of these programs.
Communication Channels: The second important element in the diffusions of innovations is the 
use of communication channels. There are different communication channels ranging from mass 
media to interpersonal channels. In any case, mass media create awareness, whereas 
interpersonal communication promotes attitude changes towards a certain subject. If properly 
applied, interpersonal communication can dictate face-to-face communication that can bring the 
intended behaviour change.
 Time: There are three processes that take place in the diffusion of new ideas. These are 
decision, adoption, and diffusion processes. The decision process is mental exercise in that an 
individual decides upon an attitudinal change after acquiring knowledge of new ideas (ibid). The 
adoption process to practice new ideas in the daily activities follows it. Individuals in any society 
may vary in adopting new ideas. People in each society can be categorised as innovators (who 
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are keen to adopt an innovation), early adopters (who are change agents usually accepted by their 
members and act as role models), early majority (are those who share information with early 
adopters and absorb the information quicker than the rest of the society), late majority (a group 
that adopts information when repeated and increased network pressure from peers) and laggards 
(those who resist new ideas). In this context, early adopters will be highly influential to their 
peers in remote areas. Hence, to the Irob and Gulomekeda people in eastern Tigray, it becomes 
essential to identify early adopters and promote their roles in order that they can effectively 
communicate the food security messages to their fellow members.
The Social System: The social system is defined as a set of interrelated units that are engaged 
in joint problem solving to accomplish a common goal. Members or units of a social system 
may be individuals, informal groups, organizations, and/ or subsystems. The social system 
constitutes a boundary within which an innovation diffuses. In relation to people in eastern 
Tigray, prior to introducing innovations, it is important to identify any factors that can facilitate 
or inhibit the processes of innovations among the community. 
Different social systems may have varied perceptions towards specific innovations. Innovations 
sometimes do not match with the already established indigenous knowledge of the people, in such 
cases people become resistant to accept new ideas. Melkote & Steeves (2015, p.389) contend that 
diffusion of innovations research and campaigns were criticised for (1) an overemphasis on 
individuals’ exposure to mass media with less attention to message content; (2) a pro-technology 
bias; (3) a pro-source bias; (4) a pro-persuasion bias; (5) a one-way message flow bias, and (6) a 
pro-progressive farmer bias, among other criticisms. Diffusion actually served to exacerbate socio-
economic and communication gaps between the progressive and subsistence farmers. Poor women 
were most neglected in diffusion projects and campaigns. There is a belief that modernisation 
accelerated the growth of a westernised elite structure of urbanization, with the help of foreign aid, 
rural areas were developed with regard to agriculture, basic education, health, rural transportation, 
community development, and so on (Servaes, 1999).  White (1988, p. 9) puts the significance of 
modernisation paradigm as:
The most significant communication dimension of the modernization design in the 
developing world has been the rapid improvement of the transportation, which 
linked rural communities into market towns and regional cities. With improved 
transportation and sources of electric power, the opening of commercial consumer 
supply networks stretched out into towns and villages carrying with it the western 
consumer culture and pop culture of films, radio, and pop music. Although rural 
people in Bolivia or Sri Lanka may not have attained the consumption styles of 
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American middle-class populations, their life did change profoundly. This was the 
real face of modernization.
Nevertheless, it is true that a mere transfer of advanced technologies designed for disparate 
circumstances do not penetrate through to the rest of the economy especially to the rural agricultural 
sector. Therefore, as Stavenhagen (1966) cited in Servaes (1999) argues, the division into a 
traditional, agrarian sector and a modern, urban sector was the result of the same development 
process. In other words, growth and modernisation had brought with them greater inequality and 
underdevelopment. The impact of modernisation paradigm in the Ethiopian context was described 
as having created ‘ideological biases’ on the agricultural policy directions. During the Imperial and 
Military regimes, for instance, there was a tendency for radical agrarian changes with a major focus 
on agricultural modernisation through different policy reforms such as large-scale commercial 
farms and farmers’ cooperatives respectively. Consequently, decision makers “considered 
smallholder agriculture as backward and western-style, technology-driven, and large-scale
agriculture to be the only alternative for development” (Dessalegn, 2008, p.28). This has severely 
affected the smallholder farmers in their quest for food security endeavours. Despite its focus to
modernise societies in developing countries and promote their economic development, the dominant
paradigm was unable to deliver up to the expectations. 
Later, scholars questioned the significance of the dominant paradigm in international development.
Thus, modernisation paradigm was considered to have failed as it never attained what it pretended 
to achieve (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008; Melkote & Steeves, 2001). Chambers (1997), for instance, 
argues that things got worse as large numbers of people in most of the developing countries 
experienced a significant decline in their living standards. The best-known critic of the 
modernisation theory was Frank (1969). His criticism focuses on: the progress paradigm is 
empirically untenable, has an inadequate theoretical foundation, and is, in practice, incapable of 
generating a development a development process in developing countries. Critics of modernisation 
paradigm claimed that the complexity of the processes of change is too often ignored; that little 
attention is paid to the consequences of economic, political, and cultural macro-processes on the 
local level, and that the resistance against change and modernisation cannot be explained only on 
the basis of traditional value orientations and norms, as many seem to imply (Servaes, 1999). The 
criticisms of modernisation paradigm did not only concern scholars from developing countries 
mostly from Latin America but also to the western scholars who advocated to the viability of this 
paradigm to address the underdevelopment in developing countries.
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Criticisms of modernisation became even more intense when the main proponents of the paradigm 
started to re-examine its assumptions. Rogers (1976), for instance, explicitly admitted some of the 
main flaws of the paradigm announcing, “The passing of the dominant paradigm.” He then started 
to reflect on those flaws and paid more attention to the people at the other end of the development 
equation by recognising the need for a more people-based approach. As a result, from the late 
1960s, the field of development communication split into two broad approaches. One approach 
revised, but largely continued the premise and goals of modernisation and diffusion theories, while
the other championed a participatory view of communication in contrast to the information-and 
behavior-centered approaches (Waisbord, 2001). Despite this, Mansell (1982, p. 52) accentuates the 
continuity of the “New Dominant Paradigm” and states that “the new perspective recognizes the 
interdependency of communicational relationships.” Therefore, the impact of the “New Dominant 
Paradigm” will be “to support and contribute to the maintenance of existing dependent relationships 
in the communication sector” (ibid, 56). In his view, Mansell reminds us that the modernisation 
paradigm has not passed and should not be overlooked. But the criticism against the dominant 
paradigm was that it did not deliver economic and cultural development to the levels anticipated in 
developing countries. Consequently, individuals in developing countries started envisaging their 
‘underdevelopment,’ their physical and social realities were produced and reproduced in the 
dialectic of development and underdevelopment, marginalising local narratives and knowledge 
structures (Escobar, 1995). This has led to another development thinking called the dependency 
paradigm. The next section discusses the dependency paradigm of development.
3.1.2 Dependency paradigm
Originally developed in Latin America, dependency analysis was informed by Marxist and critical 
theories in that the problems of the developing countries reflected the general dynamics of capitalist 
development (Waisbord, 2001, Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). Later, development problems 
responded to the unequal distribution of resources created by the global expansion of Western 
capitalism (Servaes, 1999; Waisbord, 2001). Therefore, dependency positions charged development 
programs for not addressing structures of inequality and targeting individual rather than social 
factors. Neither did they consider shortages of capital or management as the most hindrances to 
development (Servaes, 1999). Moreover, internal structures were understood to be the problems of 
underdevelopment. Thus, dependency theory laid the foundation for a structural model of analysis 
of underdevelopment from the vantage point of the periphery (Sáez, 2013). Houston & Jackson
(2009), see the dependency paradigm as:
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the goals of emerging nations for political, economic and cultural self-
determination within the international community of nations. Much of the 
development promoted in this perspective is concerned primarily with political 
decisions focussed on relationships between and within societies in regard to 
social, cultural, political and economic structures (p.113).
The dependency paradigm focuses on the “influence of external factors that called for more global 
analysis” (Servaes, 1996, p.32). However, global economic as well as technological variations had
resulted in a split of the world into two blocs: the core and the periphery. With this, the core 
countries have taken the advantage in terms of infrastructure development, technological 
advancement as well as stronger economic power. The periphery countries could only supply the 
raw materials and cheap labour to the West (Mefalopulos, 2003). Thus, asides from external factors, 
internal structures like unequal land distribution, lack of credit for peasants and poor health-care 
services also strongly limited the possibilities for an overall improvement in social conditions
(Waisbord, 2001). Servaes (2003) notes some of the main elements of dependency. First, the global 
approach to development, which made it possible to go beyond the limited and fragmented analysis 
posed by modernization. Moreover, he highlighted how the role of external factors and centre-
periphery relationships played a major role in the advancement of development policies for 
disadvantaged regions. In many parts of eastern Tigray, there is a widespread saying that “it does 
not matter if there is no rain here if it does in Canada” (referring to one of the sources of the relief 
grains they receive). This saying does not necessarily imply that these people are not bothered about 
the failures of productivity of their farms. However, they know that erratic rain and other factors 
like a degraded farm are affecting their lives in many ways. Hence, this saying is an expression of
their desperation with the recurrent rain shortages of the country. Therefore, the implication of the 
saying is that “I am tired of such thoughts and I do not want to worry myself with this issue any 
longer if the Canadian Government provides me with the food aid I need for my survival.” 
Nevertheless, it can be said that people embrace this opinion because they took food aid for granted 
or because they are incapable of seeking other solutions for the problem they are experiencing.
The dependency paradigm added to our understanding of the political processes and the possible 
negative effects of technology transfer (Houston & Jackson, 2009). Besides, it had a significant 
impact in the development policies of a number of developing countries, especially in the 1970s and 
early 1980s, resulting in the adoption of import-substitution policies by many of those countries 
(Escobar, 1995). Nevertheless, dependency theory was criticised for simplistically dividing the 
world into two blocs, that is, the core and the periphery (Servaes, 1999). However, this
categorisation has failed to recognise the existence of internal factors affecting the development of 
nations, such as the role of national elites (Servaes, 1991). These elites often formed strategic 
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alliances with those of the developed world and played a significant role in shaping, often in 
negative ways, the development process of their countries (Mefalopulos, 2003). Accordingly, 
representatives from developing countries proposed “national communication policies” that 
emphasised the need for governments to control media structures and oppose domestic and foreign 
elites and business interests (Waisbord, 2001). 
Overall, both the modernisation and dependency paradigms have failed to successfully address the 
needs and expectations of people in developing countries. For instance, one of the major flaws of 
modernisation paradigm was that it focused on the values and institutions of modern societies that 
do not necessarily support the knowledge, language, cultures and kinship, which are still important 
components in the social and material support of the people in developing countries. Sillitoe (2002, 
p.3) contends that “the modernization paradigm not only dismisses local knowledge but also views 
it as part of the problem, being non-scientific, traditional and risk adverse, even irrational and 
primitive.” Similarly, dependency theory was criticised as “focusing too heavily on externalities and 
for being exaggerated in its claims that dependent development is always caused by outside 
investment” (Houston & Jackson, 2009, pp.113-114). This therefore suggests the need to identify a 
different development thinking that can holistically address development and social change of 
people in a given development setting. This is due to the fact that development and social change 
can represent beyond economic terms in that analysis should be made from different perspectives 
such as political, social, cultural and environmental factors. Thus, examining food insecurity in 
eastern Tigray through the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach would enable to examine it in detail. 
The next section therefore presents Sustainable Livelihoods Approach and its applicability to 
alleviate rural food insecurity in eastern Tigray. 
3.1.3 Sustainable Rural Livelihoods Approach
Sustainable livelihoods and rural development
Agriculture in Ethiopia remains the main source of economy as a means for employment and a 
strategy to alleviate rural poverty and promote food security. Thus, the whole burden of rural 
poverty alleviation in the country is confined to the agriculture sector. Critics however argue that 
viewing poverty exclusively from agricultural production and economic terms proved unattainable 
in most developing nations. Murray (2002, p.151) states that the implementation of an agriculture 
sector lacks a detailed “analysis of the social relations in a particular historical context.” This 
highlights the need to focus on sustainable livelihoods approach to analyse policies, institutional 
processes and procedures to understand various factors affecting the success of rural development 
programs to alleviate poverty. 
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Krantz (2001, p.2) underscores that there are three insights into poverty which underpin the 
livelihoods approach. Firstly, although economic growth remains necessary for poverty reduction, 
the relationship between them remains unclear. This is true due to the fact that attention is given to 
the capabilities of individuals to develop themselves. Secondly, there is a realisation that poverty as 
conceived by the poor themselves is not just a question of low income but also includes other 
dimensions such as lack of access to health, illiteracy, lack of social services, etc., as well as a state 
of vulnerability and feelings of powerlessness in general. Finally, it is now recognised that the poor 
themselves often know their situation, needs best, and must therefore be involved in the design of 
policies and projects intended to better their lot. Evidence shows that the term sustainable 
livelihoods may be traced from the works of Robert Chambers and others who are based on the 
research program undertaken by the Institute of Development Studies at Sussex, involving various 
researches conducted in Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Mali. Sustainable livelihoods represent that:
A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both material and social 
resources) and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is sustainable 
when it can cope with and recover from stresses and shocks and maintain or 
enhance its capabilities and assets both now and in the future, while not 
undermining the natural resource base (DfID, 1999, section 1.1).
The concept of sustainable livelihoods was first introduced by the Brundtland Commission on 
Environment and Development as a way of linking socio-economic and ecological aspects in a 
unified, policy-relevant formation. The 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) expanded the concept, especially in the context of Agenda 21, and 
advocated for the achievement of sustainable livelihoods as a broad goal for poverty eradication. 
The Brundtland Commission on Environment and Development stated that sustainable livelihoods 
could serve as an integrating factor that allows policies to address development, sustainable 
resource management, and poverty eradication simultaneously.19  From this, we can understand that 
rural livelihoods are directly or indirectly linked with the natural resource base. Natural resources 
offer a wide variety of products and services to rural households such as: consumption goods, inputs 
into productive capital, assets, and a range of indirect values (Cavendish, 1998). Kaag et al. (2004) 
state that the sustainable livelihoods approach presents a multi-disciplinary view of poverty, in that 
poverty is considered beyond an economic problem, often involving political, cultural, social and 
ecological aspects. Moreover, it puts more emphasis on engaging people in a range of activities that 
enable them to enhance their diversified income generation mechanisms. Ellis (2000, p.15) calls a 
diversified income as a “diverse portfolio of activities and assets” that could help individuals to 
                                                            
19 See UNDP. Promoting Sustainable Livelihoods: A Briefing Note Submitted to the Executive Committee, June 4, 
1997.
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build capacities that enable them to improve their living. Similarly, Barrett et al. (2001, p.322) state 
that “diversification is widely understood as a form of self-insurance.” Therefore, being engaged in 
diversified livelihoods can help households to avoid vulnerability, that is, the degree to which rural 
people become affected by various shocks. However, households with vulnerable livelihoods 
systems have neither enough assets, nor the capabilities to create or access them. Even in a situation 
of crisis or stress, such households will not be able to recover and bounce back (Niehof, 2004). In 
rural context, sustainability represents continuing poverty reduction, together with environmental, 
social and institutional sustainability (Zoomers, 2008). Livelihoods approaches can be applied into 
different sectors such as: livestock, fisheries, forestry, agriculture, health, urban development and 
more (Scoones, 2009). Mazibuko (2013) argues that sustainable livelihoods cannot be called a 
theory because it does not explain any phenomenon; neither can it be called a model, as it does not 
describe anything. Therefore, it is simply called a framework, that is, a way of looking at the world 
that helps to determine an event and recognising patterns. Sustainable livelihoods approach is the 
degree to which rural people become affected by various shocks. The next section presents the 
sustainable livelihoods framework.
Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 
The sustainable livelihoods framework is based on the view that people’s livelihoods largely 
depend on their capability to access capitals. That is, people’s response to achieve rural 
development relies on the extent of ‘capitals’ and the ‘asset pentagon’ that help to attain diversified 
livelihoods strategies.20  In this study, capitals are discussed based on the ‘community capitals 
framework’ suggested by Flora et al. (2005). This framework comprises capitals such as social, 
natural, cultural, human, political, financial and built. The community capitals framework is used to 
understand how communities function, the relations among the capitals and how capitals build upon 
one another. The concept of how capitals can build upon one another reflects the extent each capital 
enhances or affects the success of the other. In the Ethiopian context, concerning the government 
food security programs, political capital can play a significant part to determine the ability of the 
government to allocate resources for rural people. Besides, the availability of micro-finance and 
credit institutions can provide realistic opportunities in terms of financial capital. But as natural 
capital remains at the heart of rural livelihoods, environmental degradation in Ethiopia becomes a 
major threat for rural areas such as the eastern Tigray. Bebbington (1999, p.22) sees assets as 
“vehicles for instrumental action (making a living), hermeneutic action (making living meaningful) 
and emancipatory action (challenging the structures under which one makes a living).” Sustainable 
livelihoods framework provides basic principles along which poverty-focused initiatives should be 
                                                            
20 A core feature of the DfID version of the framework (See Carney et al., 1999).
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understood. According to Allison & Horemans (2006) and Khanya-aiccd (2009), these principles 
include:
 People-centeredness: Attempts at poverty alleviation should focus on what people   have their 
strategies, environments, and abilities to adapt;
 Participatory and responsive: Beneficiaries should be the main actors in identifying and 
prioritizing their needs;
 Dynamic: Support provided to the poor should take into account the fact that livelihoods are 
not static but determined and influenced by many other factors;
 Holistic: Because of the dynamism of poverty, strategies should be holistic and not only be 
confined to a few particular areas of living;
 Multi-level: Understand that poverty is multi-layered and cannot be addressed only at one 
level. Institutions and processes need to be considered. Strategies should be able to link the 
micro and macro levels and;
 Sustainability: Attempts at development should aim at ensuring sustainable environments 
including economic environment, natural environment, institutional environment and social 
environment.
In eastern Tigray, food security programs encouraging households to take part in different food 
security packages so that they can ‘accumulate assets’ (FDRE, 2011). The importance of asset 
accumulation in rural areas is that it helps individuals to generate diversified income sources to 
cope with vulnerabilities. Assets are addressed through capitals. Scoones (1998, p.7) defines 
capitals as “the basic material and social, tangible and intangible assets that people have in their 
possession …., based on which different productive streams are derived from which livelihoods are 
constructed.” According to Zoomers (2008, p.148), capitals are categorised into human capital 
(skills, education), social capital (networks), financial capital (money), natural capital (land, water, 
minerals), and physical capital (houses, livestock, machinery). This study focuses on social capital, 
natural capital, political capital and the cultural capital. Based on Flora et al. (2005), social capital 
refers to trust, norms of reciprocity, network structure, group membership, cooperation, common 
vision and goals, among others. Natural capital also refers to air quality, land, water and water 
quality, natural resources, biodiversity, scenery. Cultural capital however mainly focuses on the 
values, heritage recognition and celebration of specific groups of people. The reason to focus 
explicitly on these capitals is based on their availability and relevance to rural people in eastern 
Tigray. Nevertheless, it does not mean that other capitals like human, political, financial, physical, 
and built are not relevant. 
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But the fact that rural people do not have access to these capitals makes it difficult to consider them 
as supportive capitals to enhance the current food security programs in eastern Tigray. 
Understanding sustainable livelihoods framework (given below) helps us to understand the capital 
assets (second area of the framework, below) of the communities better. In the framework, the 
capital assets are not merely “factors in a vacuum but dependent on other factors to be successfully 
utilized” (Mazibuko, 2013, p.173).
Figure 3. Sustainable rural livelihoods framework (Source: DFID, 1999, p. 1)
Based on the above framework, it is important to recognise how the environmental as well as the 
cultural aspects (part 1) signifies the availability of assets that in turn are also determined in the 
third part of the framework. This part of the framework is crucial because that is where the nature of 
livelihoods pursued is determined. Livelihoods outcomes indicated in the last area of the above 
framework, may result from a number of linkages such as (1) policies pursued–for example, most 
policies in developing countries are not always to the advantage of the poor, but due to lack of 
viable alternatives, developing countries have been required to adopt and implement policies much 
to the disadvantage of the poor in the countries concerned, (2) assets possessed, and (3) the context 
in which these are found (Mazibuko, 2013, p.174).  Therefore, the above framework highlights the 
fact that the success of the livelihood approach depends on multiple factors. Thus, availability of 
assets alone cannot necessarily guarantee improved rural livelihoods but requires a more 
coordinated policy direction that fully empowers and engages communities to the desired 
development. Besides, communities need to get technological and financial support in order that 
they can effectively manage to avoid different threats that may affect the successes of their 
livelihoods.
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The Institute of Development Studies stressed in particular the idea of institutions and organisations 
as mediating livelihoods strategies and pathways.21 These socio-cultural and political processes 
explained how and why diverse asset inputs linked to strategies and outcomes. They were subject to 
“power and politics and were questions of rights, access and governance were centred” (Scoones, 
2009, p.178). Chambers (1999) points out that the livelihoods approach attempts to put the poor 
first. It often tries to begin with what poor people have at hand. Chambers further argues that this 
approach builds on their strengths and empowers them regarding what they lack. Above all, the 
livelihoods approach recognises the fact that the “poor are not blank slates waiting for the developer 
to write on for the first time” (Mazibuko, 2013, p.177). Despite the above stated roles, sustainable 
livelihoods approach is criticised for its limitations. It can be argued that while the livelihoods 
approach refers to shocks and trends, it implicitly refers to those shocks and trends that originate 
from within the country (ibid, 184). However, this approach does not explain how people should 
deal with situations at international levels like the IMF and the World Bank that national 
governments for example, have no means to resist. Scoones (2009, p.182) contends that the 
“livelihood approach lacks attention to power and politics and the failure to link livelihoods and 
governance debates in development.” Moreover, despite the use of the word ‘sustainable’, this
approach is short of rigorous attempts to deal with long-term secular change in environmental 
conditions. Scoones further argues that livelihoods studies failed to tackle debates about long-term 
shifts in rural economies and wider questions about agrarian changes.
Despite these criticisms about the practicability of Sustainable Livelihoods approach to promote 
rural economy, it is commonly discussed that most rural development programs are not effectively 
communicated and their objectives are rarely understood by the people. This suggests that the 
communication approaches employed are not adequate to connect people to the intended 
development initiatives. Given that, the quest for a sustainable development strategy was 
continually linked with people’s involvement in development programs. Consequently, alternative 
approaches invariably called “multiplicity paradigm” (Servaes, 1996), “another development” 
(Quarry & Ramirez, 2009; Servaes, 1999), or “autonomous development” (Carmen, 1996); evolved 
out of the view that sustainable development demands a ‘multi-dimensional approach’ rather than 
focussing on a single intervention strategy. In overall terms, the multiplicity paradigm places a 
strong emphasis on the cultural and social multiplicity perspectives that should be equally relevant 
in the rural development context. Servaes (2004, p.59) outlines six criteria that are essential for the 
success of another development. They are:
                                                            
21 See Carswell et al. (1999), Brock and Coulibaly (1999), Shankland (2000), Scoones and Wolmer (2002).
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 Basic needs: Being geared to meeting human, material, and non-material needs;
Endogenous: Stemming from the heart of each society, which defines in sovereignty its values 
and the vision of its future;
 Self-reliance: Implying that each society relies primarily on its own strength and resources in 
terms of its members’ energies and its natural and cultural environment;
 Ecology: rationally utilizing resources of the biosphere in full awareness of the potential of 
local ecosystems, as well as the global and outer limits imposed on present and future 
generations;
 Participative democracy as the true form of democracy: not merely government of the people 
and for the people, but also and more fundamentally, “by the people” at all levels of the
society and;
 Structural changes: to be required, as more often than not, in social relations, in economic 
activities and their spatial distribution, as well as power structure, so as to realize the 
conditions of self-management and participation in decision-making by all those affected by 
it, from the rural to urban community to the world as a whole.
The multiplicity paradigm of development argues that local populations can devise ways to their 
own development. Dissanayake (2010, p.92) contends that in most developing nations, “the greatest 
resource for development is the people themselves.” Therefore, the main feature of this paradigm is 
that it is associated with people, ‘endogenous development’ and the attention to power issues 
(Mefalopulos, 2003; Servaes, 2003; Scott, 2001). Furthermore, this paradigm postulates a strong 
linkage to horizontal communication that often leads to dialogue among participants. The dialogue 
also enables them to find solutions to issues of common concern with the prominence to the 
people’s participation, called a ‘community engagement approach’ in development projects 
(Manyozo, 2012, p.152). Quarry and Ramirez (2009, p.9) argue that people have the skills and 
knowledge to define their own development, and “people’s abilities and knowledge were seen to be 
the basis for change” The key concept for another development is that there is no “universal path to 
development.” This views development as an “integral, multi-dimensional, and dialectic process,” 
which can differ from one society to another (Servaes, 2008, p.163). This implies that the long-
anticipated approach of expert dominated development thinking could not help to tackle the 
multifaceted nature of rural poverty. To this end, there is a strong belief that peoples’ own approach 
towards poverty would be a solution. Quarry and Ramirez (2009, p.27) note that another 
development is based on the following core principles:
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That development is geared to the satisfaction of needs, beginning with eradication of poverty
That it is endogenous and self-reliant-that is, relying on the strengths of the societies that 
undertake it
 That it be in harmony with the environment
The need for structural transformations. Structure refers to patterns of ownership over 
domestic resources that reproduce unequal economic relations at the international level
 Immediate action was both necessary and possible.
The above views therefore highlight the need for more inclusive communication approaches to 
address the needs of people at the grassroots. Based on this, the next section presents 
communication for development and its roles to connect rural people to food security programs in 
eastern Tigray.
3.2 Communication for Development
Development communication has various definitions, sometimes named as “a field known by many 
names” (Quarry &Ramirez, 2009, p.6). Dagron (2009, p.453) argues that development 
communication is a “subject as tricky as development itself.” Thus, the confusion and ambiguity is 
reflected in many terms used to designate the various definitions it represents (Mefalopulos, 2003, 
p.66). Davis (2011) for instance compiled and presented more than 20 definitions of 
Communication for Development on her website, Communication for Development (C4D):
Communication for Development Network. 22 She defines C4D as ‘purposeful, mediated 
communication and support by, and for, a range of communication stakeholders in the setting of 
international development and human rights’. Considering this, giving a single definition for 
development communication might be intricate, as it should be based on a specific context and the 
function it refers. At different times, several terms have been used to illustrate the different forms of 
communication for development. Some of them are: Development Support Communication, 
Development Communication, Social Communication, Communication for Social Change, 
Strategic Communication and so on. The term communication for development however, was used 
as a title in the first World Congress on Communication for Development (WCCD) organized by 
the FAO Communication Initiative and World Bank in 2006, in Rome. The purpose of the Congress 
was to demonstrate the vital role of communication for development in addressing the most 
pressing development concerns of our time. 
                                                            
22 See Davis, (2011). Available at: http:// c4dnetwork.ning.
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Moreover, it was meant to “formulate ways to integrate it into development policy directions”
(FAO, 2007, p.4). The broader significance of communication in development (Quarry & Ramirez, 
2009; Servaes, 2008; Tacchi, 2012a) state that communication is “understood as a two-way 
relationship that not only acknowledges the right of people to be heard, but includes prioritizing 
effective listening, and recognizing and respecting alternative forms of knowledge, is needed to 
achieve this.” The terms ‘listening’ and ‘alternative knowledge’ in this part highlight the 
fundamental roles of individuals at the grassroots level who could add up to the fulfilment of 
development efforts. This therefore helps to promote dialogue, as a “key ingredient in building 
trust, sharing knowledge and ensuring mutual understanding” (Mefalopulos, 2008, p. 8). Different
scholars have defined communication for development in different ways, but the definition stated 
by Fraser and Restrepo-Estrada (1998) best captures the focus of this study. Fraser and Restrepo-
Estrada defined communication for development as:
Communication for development is the use of communication processes, 
techniques, and media to help people toward a full awareness of their situation and 
their options for change, to resolve conflicts, to work towards consensus, to help 
people plan actions for change and sustainable development, to help people 
acquire the knowledge and skills they need to improve their condition and that of 
society, and to improve the effectiveness of institutions (p. 63).
This definition emphasises the abilities and skills of people to deal with issues affecting their lives 
based on the knowledge and experience they have towards a certain issue of interest. In doing so, 
people may employ a variety of approaches ranging from modern media outlets to folk media 
forms. Hence, whichever fits them would be appropriate enough to address their problems and 
thereby to identify solutions for issues of priority concern. This implies that at community levels, 
the structure and process of participatory communication needs dialogical processes to enable local 
people to exert a level of commitment, ownership and control of development process (Tufte & 
Mefalopulos, 2009; Willis, 2005). About applying development communication to address the 
challenges of social change in Africa, Servaes (2004, pp.62-64) proposes the following 
recommendations:
1. Need for deeper understanding of the nature of communication itself: African development 
planners need a deeper understanding of the nature of communication itself, and should 
employ full range of multimedia apparatuses, including traditional communication channels.
2. Development communication should be a two-way process: puts focus on the fact that 
African social development will benefit exceedingly from the opening of all possible 
communication systems to maximize the benefits of multilateral exchanges. 
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3. Promotion of participatory democracy: refers to the media pluralism, private ownership of 
radio and television and the expansion of educational opportunities are necessary for the 
sustenance of democracy in Africa.
4. Address the imbalance in communication resources: A plea for a more balanced and 
equitable distribution of communication resources can only be discussed in terms of power 
distribution at national and international levels.
5. The growing sense of transnational culture: African countries should seek ways to contribute 
news and cultural content to the world community. African news agencies have not been 
performing up to expectations, as a reflection of the parlous state of national economics.
6. Look inward to African states: In many African countries, the mass media are largely urban 
phenomena, with media programmers not caring much for the interests of rural audiences. 
Participatory development requires that all vital publics be incorporated in development 
planning and implementation. African states need to look inward to identify internal 
strengths and contributions.
7. Appreciate the variable nature of communication technology: Different communication 
technologies impact different segments of society differently and thus there must be variable 
approaches to the utilization and management of communication technology.
8. An integration of the different means of communication: Modern mass media and alternate or 
parallel networks of folk media or interpersonal communication channels are not mutually 
exclusive. They are more effective when appropriately used in an integrated fashion, 
according to the needs and constraints of the local context.
9. The recognition of dualistic or parallel communication structures: in the era of Internet 
communication, governments cannot effectively control, censor, or play the role of 
gatekeeper with regard to all communication networks at all times in a given society.
Highlighting to the role of people in development, Quarry and Ramirez (2009, p.32) argue that 
“...good development is that which shows people making choices, investing, and finding rewards 
without logical frameworks and bureaucrats.” In the same way, ‘grassroots development’ (Bessette, 
2004; Taylor, Wilkinson & Cheers, 2008; Willis, 2005) is meant to ensure people’s effective 
engagement and collective decision-making towards sustainable community development 
initiatives. This suggests that communication and participation are interrelated and mainly 
“intimately knotted as the strings in a fisherperson’s net” (Dagron, 2009, p.460). In the African 
context, communication for development has much more of a ritual respect for the persons 
involved. Thus, to become part of a specific community is to know about singing and dancing, 
drama, story-telling, good rhetorical speaking, and effective use of proverbs (Robert &White, 
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2009). The whole idea of participation thus refers to communication processes (storytelling, 
proverbs, theatre, or any other forms) taking place within communities ‘with or without the 
mediation’ of media outlets (Manyozo, 2012, p.154). 
Panford et al. (2001) argue that folk media forms have induced as grassroots expressions of the 
values and lifestyles of people. This implies that rural people rely on local languages and skills to 
which they are familiar with, have become embedded in their cultural, social, and psychological 
thinking. Acknowledging the importance of culture-based development in Africa, Manyozo (2006, 
p.82) argues that in ‘post-colonial Africa and communist movements,’ scholars have begun to 
rethink about culture and development with emphasis on rural development. From the 1960s for 
instance, the ‘African School of Development Communication’ emerged with the focus on “Rural 
radio and Theatre for development.” Manyozo further argues that the concept of ‘taking radio to the 
people’ started as farm broadcasting, that is, agricultural program broadcasting from state 
broadcasters to the rural audiences. In Ethiopia, there are varieties of local communication forms 
still to be considered as communication strategies for rural development programs. Besides, though 
there are many FM radio stations, most of them are owned by the government and it is difficult to 
claim whether these stations are broadcasting the socio-cultural issues of the people at the 
grassroots level. Instead, most of them are serving as weapons for the government propaganda. 
Hence, it is challenging to rely on the roles of FM radio stations to inform and educate people about 
development programs. Due to this, it is important to explore other communication approaches that 
can address the realities of the people at the grassroots levels. The next section presents 
participatory communication and its uses in rural food security programs.
3.2.1 Participatory communication
Since the late 1980s and early 1990s, development thinking has shifted to a more inclusive 
approach of development. This has led to the understanding that people needed to be encouraged to 
participate rather than adopt new practices based on information. Considering this, Freire (1970)
challenged the dominant conceptions of development communication, particularly as applied to 
literacy training. Freire offered the concept of liberating education that conceived communication as
dialogue and participation. The goal of communication should be conscientization, which Freire 
defined as free dialogue that prioritised cultural identity, trust and commitment. His approach has 
been called “dialogical pedagogy” to define equity in distribution and active grassroots participation 
as central principles. Communication should provide a sense of ownership to participants through 
sharing and reconstructing experiences. Based on Freire, education is not the transmission of 
information from those “who have it” to those “who lack it,” from the powerful to the powerless, 
but the creative discovery of the world.
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Freire’s participatory model in general proposed a human-centred approach that valued the 
importance of interpersonal channels of communication in decision-making processes at the 
community level. In support of Freire’s participatory model, Okunna (1995) states that studies in a 
variety of rural settings in developing countries found that marginal and illiterate groups preferred 
to communicate face-to-face rather than through mass media or other one-way sources of 
communication. Later, attention was given to integrate participation as part of the policy within 
international development practice (Brett, 2003; Cleaver, 1999; Cornwall, 2006; Green, 2010).
Participation at its best explains a holistic, collective, and dialogical process that brings together 
relevant stakeholders, ‘engaging them in critical dialogues about development problems’ (Bessette, 
2004; Hickey & Mohan, 2004; Willis, 2005). To achieve participation, communication should occur 
among all parties affected, involving stakeholders in the initiation, implementation, and evaluation 
of development interventions and policies. Thus, it becomes a “continuous cycle of action and 
reflection, in drawing conclusions, applying them in practice and then questioning them again” 
(Bessette, 2004, p.26); implying that it requires active involvement of communities in decision-
making processes in projects that affect their lives and livelihoods (Anyidoho, 2010; Chitnis, 2005; 
Guijit & Shah, 1998; Jennings, 2000; Thwala, 2001). 
The World Bank has recognised participatory development as "a process through which 
stakeholders’ influence and share control over development vision, make choices, and manage 
activities" (Tufte & Mefalopulos, 2009, p.6). In spite of the widespread support and recognition of 
participatory development communication, there are a range of criticisms and implementation 
difficulties. Servaes (1996, p.13), for instance, argues that though “participatory development 
communication is not new and has been practiced for decades, its application to development 
projects cannot be generalised.” This implies that participatory communication at the grassroots is 
“…often overlooked by development experts” (Mezzana, 1996; Mefalopulos, 2008). Participation 
in most contexts has largely been associated with the involvement of stakeholders in development 
processes. However, involvement in itself is an ambiguous term as it lacks clarity to what degrees
and at what stages people can participate in development processes. This suggests that participation 
is a contested concept (Cornwall, 2011).
Arnstein (1969, p.1) accentuates that the terms such as “citizen involvement”, “self-help”, 
“absolute-control” are mystifying to evaluate participation of citizens in development programs. 
This suggests that participatory approaches are closely linked to empowerment. Empowerment is 
about offering power and opportunities to people so that they can help themselves. Melkote and 
Steeves (2001, p.37) define empowerment as a process in which “individuals and organizations gain 
control and mastery over socio-economic conditions, over democratic participation in their 
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communities and over their own stories.” Chitnis (2005, p.35) notes that “empowerment is linked to 
creating an environment where people who have control over situations that affect their lives are 
given the opportunity, knowledge, and power to bring about the change that would improve their 
lives." Servaes (1999, p.194) also links empowerment to participation and collective decision-
making at all levels of society so that people can control the outcomes of these decisions. In this 
way, the effects go beyond the project boundaries, ‘spilling into the wider social and political 
dimensions’ (Tufte & Mefalopulos, 2009, p.17). Servaes (1999, p.116), participation involves a 
more ‘equitable sharing of both political and economic power,’ which often reduce advantages of 
certain groups. Therefore, power becomes central to the successful implementation of participatory 
approaches. Thus, in relation to participation of citizens in development programs, Arnstein’s 
(1969) definition best captures the focus of this study:
    …It is the redistribution of power that enables the have-not citizens, presently 
excluded from the political and economic processes, to be deliberately included in 
the future. it is the strategy by which the have-nots join in determining how 
information is shared, goals and policies are set, tax resources are allocated, 
programs are operated and benefits like contacts and patronage are parcelled out 
(pp. 1-2).
This definition recognises the importance of power distribution from the powerful to those who do 
not have power to negotiate their interests in the development processes. Thus, participation is 
about power and control in an inherently political process (Cornwall, 2008). Carpentier (2011, pp. 
24-28) puts forward six features of maximalist participation in an effort to increase the theoretical 
foundation of the concept of participation as:
The key defining element of participation is power
Participation is situated in particular processes, localities and actors
Participation is contingent and dependent on the ideological framework within which it is 
being used, or on how we ‘think participation’
Participation is not based on populist fantasies of the replacement or overthrow of hierarchy, 
but on diversity and power sharing, and equal power relations in decision-making
Participation is invitational and not imposed
Participation is structurally different to access and interaction
Melkote and Steeves (2001, pp. 36-37) consider power inequities as the main challenges to be 
discussed in development. Hence, an essential step towards empowerment is that “every unit of 
development must seek self-reliance, whether this is a nation or local community” (Servaes, 1999, 
pp.79–83). Every unit should see what its basic and essential needs are and to supply these needs, as 
much as possible, with its own sustainable resources. The argument is that peoples’ participation at 
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the grassroots level promotes participatory decision-making and self-sustainability, the result of 
which is empowerment. Thus, it can be stated that empowerment is both a process and an end that 
builds capacity. Through empowerment, the poor come to understand, appreciate, analyse, and gain
capacity to respond proactively to the situations that affect their lives. Participation to peoples’ 
empowerment is a complex issue because it is a new paradigm that will take time, meaningful 
research, and dialogue at every stage (Ettling, Buck & Caffer, 2010). Moreover, it involves the 
establishment of relationships as "entry to the field and initiating the processes has been considered 
a very sensitive aspect of participatory development" (Dearden & Rizvi, 2008, p.23).
Waisbord (2008, pp. 511-515) discusses some of the challenges that prohibit the successful 
adoption of a participatory approach in development projects. First, bureaucratic requirements 
favour the use of informational models over participatory approaches. As a result, institutional 
procedures inside development agencies, donors and governments perpetuate understandings and 
the uses of communication as a set of technical skills to disseminate messages. Second, the weak 
status of communication as an autonomous field of study and practice in development organisations 
undermines the prospects for expanding the understanding of communication that does not fit 
prevalent institutional expectations. As long as technical experts or other fields expect 
communication to be ‘the art of messaging,’ communication staffs lack autonomy to make decisions 
and incorporate participatory approaches. Third, the institutional predominance of a technical 
mindset also limits the uses of participation thinking. The prioritisation of technical perspectives 
decouples ‘development’ programs from local processes of participation and change.
In Ethiopia, it is widely discussed that stakeholders are encouraged to actively participate in 
development programs. But it is difficult to witness whether most of the rural development projects 
such as the food security programs in eastern Tigray are encouraging rural people to participate in 
the strategy design and implementation of development processes. This suggests that even if
participation is often acknowledged in most rural development projects such as in eastern Tigray, its 
implementation is still at the lowest levels. Thus, it can be argued that either development 
practitioners may not have the knowledge and skills to apply participatory communication 
approaches or they may be unwilling to devote their time to encourage participation of people in 
development processes. But it is argued that ‘decisions makers’ clearly understand the importance 
of participation but they do not apply it to avoid complicating or confusing their ready-made plans 
(Quarry, 2008). Implementation of participatory approaches requires transparency, trust and close 
interaction and collaboration between stakeholders, which seems minimal in most rural projects in 
eastern Tigray. 
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Six et al. (2015) state that to generate more collaboration, stakeholders need to create structures that 
incite actors to find ways to sustain trust, to integrate the process of sustaining trust in the 
organisation. To build stakeholders’ trust and generate collaboration in rural areas, it is required to 
understand the context of rural development.
Rural development is a contested concept referring to differing needs and expectations of people in 
a specific setting. Cleaver (1997) relates rural development to the improvement of economic and 
social well-being of populations. It is also associated with the transformation of rural areas and the 
wider economy, that is, rural transformation and structural transformation (IFAD, 2016). This is 
with the belief that rural transformation can lead to a number of positive developments in the lives 
of people such as growth in life expectancy, improvements in education, health, water and 
sanitation, increased rural and urban employment opportunities, and empowerment of women and 
minority and disadvantaged groups (ibid). Based on these views, rural development can be 
associated with “a process of enlarging people’s choices” (UNDP, 1990, p.10). Ellis and Biggs 
(2001, p. 437) argue that rural development can be traced from “the evolution of the concept of 
development itself in the 1950s.” Since then, rural development has become a key policy direction 
for most of the developing nations. Hall and Midgley (2004) define rural development as:
…a process whose central preoccupation is redefined as a process whose central 
preoccupation is the wellbeing of the entire population in the countryside, focussing 
in particular on the needs of the poor. from a social policy perspective, this entails 
a concern not just for providing statutory welfare services such as healthcare and 
education.it involves adopting a broader and more comprehensive livelihoods 
approach that embraces all those production-based and other aspects of people’s 
lives that contribute to their well-being. This framework can serve as an analytical 
tool for understanding the dynamism and complexity of people’s livelihoods and 
cause of poverty or insecurity (p.54).
Rural development provides attention to rural people because without their contribution, the 
intended development initiatives cannot be attained and self-sustained (Zalanga, 2014). As a 
strategy, rural development mostly focuses on rural poverty in its approach and content (Behera, 
2006). Due to this, rural development can be treated as a holistic project by examining a variety of 
interconnected issues that are fundamental to improve the living standards of rural people (Zalanga, 
2014).  In most nations, rural development as a strategy dominantly relies on the agriculture sector, 
which is central to the livelihoods and is a primary source of economic prosperity, human health
and social well-being, and is an important engine of growth and poverty reduction (FAO, 2012; 
UNDP, 2014). Therefore, introducing inclusive rural development strategies can help people to 
actively participate in the conceptualisation, design, implementation, and evaluation of the proposed 
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strategies that can result in greater community involvement and higher successes (Bush, 2017). The
next section presents the role of culture in rural development programs.
3.2.2 The role of culture in rural development
Radcliffe (2006) contends that culture is a slippery and ambiguous concept. Gerring and Barresi 
(2003) argue that culture is a concept that has plagued Social Sciences studies for over a century. 
Based on Clammer (2005, p.103), culture is a “reflexive concept” that constitutes different thoughts
like its historical location, the contemporary understanding of nature in relation to culture, and the
politics of the moment among others. Daskon and McGregor (2012) argue that culture is a multi-
dimensional concept and is conceptualised diﬀerently in various contexts and disciplines. The
varied interpretations and conceptualisations of culture make it intricate to fully understand and 
operationalise it. As a result, there is no a single agreed definition to it (Fox & King, 2002; Gardner 
& Lewis, 1996; Mitchell, 2000). Despite the above stated difficulties to define and conceptualise 
culture, different scholars have defined culture in different ways. For Douglas (2004, p.161), culture 
is “a way of thinking that justifies a way of living.’” Triandis (2002, p.16) defines culture as a
“shared meaning system found among those who speak a particular language dialect, during a 
specific historic period, and in a definable geographic region.” For Brannen et al. (2004, p.27), 
“culture is a combination of interdependent, gradually changing elements-including assumptions, 
beliefs, values, practices, and institutions-that is distinctive to a particular society.” The 
Commonwealth Foundation (2008, p.12) also defines culture as “the whole complex of distinctive 
spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features that characterise a society or social group.”
Based on the varied definitions and interpretations of culture given above, it can be noted that
culture stands for different meanings in different contexts. Due to this, it is important to understand 
the meaning and implications of culture and its varied interpretations in different contexts. In this 
study, culture is viewed from Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of ‘cultural capital’ and make use of his 
distinction between objectiﬁed (material or tangible) and embodied (intangible) culture. Based on
Bourdieu’s distinctions of culture, this study focuses only on the embodied culture. Embodied or
intangible culture serves as the systems of knowledge, beliefs, customs, and norms that contribute a 
signiﬁcant role in the daily lives of rural people; thereby it helps to understand rural food security 
programs in eastern Tigray. UNESCO (2003) defines intangible or embedded culture as:
Practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills, oral traditions, 
performing arts, social practices, rituals and festive events, etc. ...Intangible culture 
is transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly created by communities 
and groups in response to their environment, their interaction, with nature and 
their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus 
prompting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity (p.2).
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Embodied cultures are transferred across generations providing people with a sense of identity and 
continuity (Kurin, 2004). People have a strong hold of their culture and norms that help them
connect to the next generation and apply them to sustainable development. However, in the past 
decades, development has been heavily criticised for cultural insensitivity, even described as a form 
of neo-colonialism.23 Due to this understanding, development analysis has assumed that culture and 
tradition impede development interventions. In relation to this view, Hennayake (2006, p. 34), for 
instance, argues that the problem of post-1945 development approaches is ‘not one of neglecting
culture’ but one of ‘privileging a particular culture.’ Modernisation paradigm of development for 
instance glorified the utmost significance of western society as a model to the development 
directions of the rest of the developing world. Despite these views, scholars such as Harrison and 
Huntington (2000), Harrison (2006), have advocated the position of culture as the key factor in 
economic and social development. This implies the shift in development thinking and the role of 
culture in sustainable development becomes widely recognised (Schech & Haggis, 2000; Clammer, 
2005; UNESCO, 2001; UNFPA, 2008; the Commonwealth Foundation, 2008). Equally, Bandarin et 
al. (2011, p.20) contend that “…good development practices corroborate the idea that the goals and 
agendas of modernisation may be global, but the winning strategies and solutions tend to espouse 
the specificities of local cultures.”
Based on Schech & Haggis (2000, p. xiii), the vital role of culture in development is that the “way 
in which culture and development intersect is that neither can be understood without the other.” 
This study focuses on culture-centred approach (Dutta, 2011) of development. The culture-centred 
approach focuses on the “agency of marginalised people in negotiating structures and in seeking 
spaces for change” (ibid, 9), in that democratic participation can help “…marginalised people to 
exercise greater voice and agency, and work to transform social and power relations in the process” 
(Gaventa & Cornwall, 2006, p.122). This is important as participation of citizens is equated with the 
distribution of power to the marginalised individuals (Arstein, 1969). Based on this, examining 
people’s participation in food security programs in eastern Tigray helps to fully understand power 
relations and the extent rural people negotiate their needs with the development agents who 
supervise the implementation of rural food security programs. Highlighting on the significance of
culture-based development, scholars and development practitioners continued to focus on the role 
of people and individual households as the unit of analysis for development (deHaan & Zoomers, 
2005).
                                                            
23Associated with the post-development and ant-development schools of thought (See Nederveen Pierterse, 2001 for 
reviews).
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Culture-based development can be addressed through ‘culture as a method’ approach, which
reflects the use of cultural expressions including ‘song, dance, poetry, idioms, and proverbs to 
enhance development efforts’ (Njoh, 2006, p.186). Njoh further asserts that culture for development 
can be employed in two ways. First, it may be used as a tool, which can be a message or content-
oriented. Secondly, it may be employed as a process, particularly entailing not only the devolution 
of power from the centre to the provinces, but also and more importantly, reinforcing local people’s 
control over the development process (ibid). In this regard, sustainable development requires much 
use of culture as a process rather than culture as content. Reflecting on the applicability of culture in 
various development contexts, several scholars indicated its effectiveness for development 
programs. Some of them are: Watson (2003) about the role of traditional institutions in natural-
resource management; Wilson (2003) on the indigenous culture as a tourist attraction or indigenous 
culture as the ‘missing link’ in African development (Prah, 2001). Overall, culture is viewed as a 
vital factor for meaningful policy interventions. Employing culture in development initiatives 
requires an in-depth understanding of a given society as it helps to understand the cultural values 
and norms of the people before designing any development intervention programs. Concerning the 
importance of understanding a given culture and the context of development, Moemeka (1997) 
argues that: 
Development communicators cannot truly understand their target social system 
without entering into the socio-cultural contexts of those systems. And they cannot 
honestly claim to have entered into such socio-cultural contexts if they don’t 
adequately understand the target group’s characteristics, needs and aspirations as 
well as the group’s potentials and resources (p.382).
About the essence of culture and local knowledge in rural development in Ethiopia, Watson (2006) 
states that the existing socio-cultural relations, authority, and meanings as recently reinserted into 
development thinking helped to promote community-based natural resource management projects. 
Due to this, culture-based development is assumed to be as ‘legitimate locally, enduring, non-
politicized, and culturally appropriate’ (ibid). In similar studies, Watson (2009) traced the culture 
and indigenous knowledge of the Konso people in Southern Ethiopia and the ways in which 
indigenous terrace landscapes have evolved, highlighting how these processes are deeply embedded 
in the broader socio-cultural contexts of the Konso people. These examples illustrate the potentials 
of local knowledges and resources in development projects to raise the participation of people, 
guarantee social cohesion, and regularise decision-making (Rao & Walton, 2004) that in turn will 
have a continuing effect to peoples’ efforts to participate in development programs. Huntington 
(2000) justifies the indispensable uses of culture-centred development as:
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...the role of cultural values and attitudes as obstacles to or facilitators of progress 
have been largely ignored by governments and aid agencies. Integrating values and 
attitude change into development policies, planning and programming is a 
promising way to ensure that in the next fifty years, the world does not relive the 
poverty and injustice that poorer countries, and underachieving ethnic groups, 
have been mired in during the past half century... (p. xxxiv).
Based on the above views, it can be argued that culture and local resources have a lot to contribute 
to rural development such as food security programs. Therefore, the key attribute of culture is to
transform the knowledge, beliefs, values, and norms and preserving societal values, which 
strengthen the continuity of a given society. Societal culture, norms, and values are communicated 
through various folk media forms that are closely attached to the language and history of people. 
The next section presents folk media forms and their significance for development communication.
3.2.3 Folk media forms
Conceptualisation of folk media 
Every society has its own culture and modes of communication that describe its language and 
history. Folk media forms as cultural expressions represent the language, culture and history of 
people in a specific geographical setting. As these communication forms are orally transmitted and 
rarely documented, it is difficult to trace their time of origin. But it can be argued that folk media 
forms have been in use from time the immemorial to address the socio-cultural, economic, political, 
and religious needs of the people. Panford et al. (2001, p.2) argue that the long-lasting existence of 
folk media in rural areas as “rural Africa is endowed with rich, popular means of communication, 
including songs, proverbs, storytelling, drumming and dancing, drama, poetry recital, arts and 
crafts.” Folk media forms have often played a significant role in interpersonal and group 
communication, advancement of new ideas to a social or political system with the role of preserving 
and teaching established cultural values. Besides, these communication forms are also popular for 
their entertainment and educational roles. They have always served to entertain, educate, to 
reinforce existing ideas or ideologies or to change existing values and attitudes. Underpinning this 
point, Ugboajah (1985) posits that:   
Traditional media as entertainments can attract and hold the interest of large 
numbers of people. As oral media in local languages, they can involve the poorest 
groups and classes. As dramatic representations of local problems, they can 
provide a codification of reality, which can be used by participants to analyze their 
situation. And, as collective expressions and communal activities, they create the 
contexts for cooperative rather than individual thinking and action and the 
possibility for peer learning (p.168).   
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Different scholars have used different terms to describe folk media. Some of the terms used to 
designate folk media are: ‘Oramedia’ (Ugboajah, 1985); ‘indigenous communication systems,’ 
(Wang & Dissanayake, 1984); ‘folk media’ (Panford et al., 2001); ‘traditional communication,’ 
(Ushe, 2010) among others. Based on various names, different scholars have put different
definitions for folk media. From the Asian perspective, Wang and Dissanayake (1984), for instance,
define indigenous communication systems as interpersonal channels and networks of 
communication, such as the Indonesian banjar, the Korean Mother’s club, and the Chinese Hui
(loaning club). From the African viewpoint, Ugboajah (1985) defines Oramedia as communication 
forms grounded on indigenous culture produced and consumed by members of a group. Ebeze 
(2002) also defines traditional communication as:
The product of interplay between traditional communities, customs, and conflicts, 
harmonious and strife, cultural convergences and divergences, interpersonal 
relations, symbols, codes and moral traditions. It recognizes the existence of 
traditional structures and channels of communication used as verbal and symbolic 
aspect of interpersonal and group communication (p.123).
Despite the wide-ranging definitions stated above, the definition by Kyeremeh (2005) best captures 
the focus of this study. Kyeremeh defines folk media as:
Any form of indigenous-communication system, which by virtue of its origin from, 
any integration into a specific culture, serves as a channel for message in a way 
and manner that requires the utilization of the values, symbols, institutions and 
ethos of the host culture through its unique qualities and attributes (p.16).   
The above definitions in common embrace the terms indigenous or interpersonal that are used to 
distinguish endogenous media (folk media) from exogenous media (modern media) systems. The 
term indigenous refers to the specific groups of people defined by ancestral territories, collective 
cultural formation, and historical locations (Dei, 2002; Angioni, 2003; Turay, 2002; Purcell, 1998; 
Ahmed, 2000). Therefore, despite different terminologies and definitions to designate folk media 
forms, these communication forms involve similarities across cultures. The centrality of folk media 
forms is that they constitute an indigenous communication system determined by interpersonal and 
social intercourse (Wang & Dissanayake, 1982). Folk media forms thus denote the cultural facets of 
an indigenous community (Roy & Hassan, 2010); standing as living expressions of varied lifestyle 
and cultures that have evolved over centuries (Melkote & Steeves, 2001). Uzochukwu and 
Ekwugha (2015, p.6) outline some of the attributes of folk media as:  
Appeal to the emotion rather than to the intellect, which helps to easily get the desired 
feedback.
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Physically very, close to the people: Most of the folk media forms are performed in close 
proximity to the people. Thus, the effect on the masses is much greater than that of the mass 
media. 
 Use of language and costumes: Every type of folk and traditional media should be 
essentially based upon the local ethos and culture of the people. Thus, the costumes, 
language used, the settings and the background must invariably bear the stamp of that 
locality and general culture of the area. 
 Dynamic in nature: It changes with the times, embracing new elements from time to time. 
This is why its contents change in different eras. Once the event it wants to address has been 
achieved, it is dropped.  
In Irob and Gulomekeda districts, folk media forms are popular and widely practiced among the 
people. There are different reasons for the extensive use of folk media forms. First, rural people in
these districts are largely illiterate and have little access to modern media outlets. The literacy level 
within 35-39 age brackets for both sexes is 33.8% (CSA, 2007, p. 232). The report further indicates 
that the literacy levels decrease with the increase in the age brackets of rural people in eastern 
Tigray or other rural areas in the country. Secondly, the popularity of folk media forms in rural 
areas is associated with the familiarity and accessibility to individuals in that communication 
through these channels becomes easier, credible and more trusted among people. Thirdly, folk 
media forms are an integral part of the local culture in a given context. That is, the way 
communication progresses, the language and the styles employed, the rituals and the non-verbal 
behaviours used are all functions of the specific culture. Folk media forms use colloquial dialects 
that are familiar with the worldviews of people that make the communication clear and distinct.
Begoray and Banister (2011, p.147) point out that communication practices developed over time in 
an environment of mutual respect “can open spaces in which those who are voiceless can share their 
stories and provide opportunities for others.” Dei (2002, p.12) argues that employing locally defined 
models and strategies of development enable to “understand the realities of local peoples, with all 
their societal, cultural, political, and ecological goals and aspirations. Besides, folk media forms are 
flexible to accommodate new themes and ideas. Hence, these qualities of folk media forms make 
them adaptable into development communication strategies. The next section discusses the use of 
folk media forms in development communication.
The use of folk media forms for development communication
Based on UNESCO (1995), the role of folk media in development communication became 
prominent with the shift from the modernization development paradigm to ‘the cultural dimension 
of development.’ Employing culture-based development however requires understanding of the 
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culture, language and communication forms of the people. In this part, the communication forms 
are useful to understand the language and culture of the people. Goila (traditional songs) in rural 
areas and the rituals associated with it clearly denote the language and cultural expressions of a 
specific group of people. Thus, it can be argued that folk media forms have been widely accepted 
by their respective users. The widespread acceptance and repeated use of these communication 
forms among rural people helps them to obtain a better knowledge and understanding of issues 
affecting them. Studies have shown that folk media forms possess various qualities to integrate 
them into rural development programs (Awa, 2005; Ugboajah, 1985; Salawu, 2015; Daudu & 
Anyanwu, 2009; Nigussie et al., 2010; Hoivik & Lugar, 2009). One of the qualities of folk media 
forms for rural development communication is that these communication forms are endogenous and 
are supported by the idioms and worldviews of local people. Therefore, being credible and 
acceptable sources of information in rural areas in developing countries, interest in the role of folk 
media for development is now increasing (Yahaya, 2003; Panford et al., 2001; Tham-Agyekum & 
Loggoh, 2011). 
Messages through folk media forms being generated from familiar sources have acceptance and 
trust among community members. This makes people’s interaction easier leading to immediate 
feedback to enhance mutual understanding among people. Another important quality about folk
media forms is that messages are transferred through social networks that strengthen social 
connection between members of a given society. The National Academy of Sciences (2001) sees
social networks as a web of social relationships that surround an individual, and the structural 
characteristics of that web, which play a significant part in informing the public. Social networks 
function as important conduits to facilitate information exchange among community members 
(Ackerson & Viswanath, 2009). Besides to serving as the sources of information, social networks 
are useful to strengthen social support of the people. Based on Arora (2008), social support exists in 
a number of ways including emotional support, such as love, caring, and sympathy; instrumental 
support, like assistance with tangible needs, and informational support, which include the provision 
of advice or information. Therefore, in societies such as the eastern Tigray who are known for their
greater social cohesion supported through kinship and religion, communicating food security
messages through folk media forms can facilitate interaction and dialogue of the people to mobilise 
them to participate in development programs such as the food security programs.
Awa (1995) states that folk media in Africa whereby different forms of folk media such as dance, 
music, chant, storytelling, puppetry and theatrical performance have been used either individually 
or in an integrated manner to disseminate development ideas and messages. 
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Awa further suggests that “understanding of traditional values, indigenous roles and leadership 
patterns, local organisations and other informal associations and the flow of influence and 
information between these elements as well as the linkage between these systems and other social 
systems” must be taken into consideration when planning a certain development communication 
intervention (ibid, 242). Mundy and Compton (1995, pp.112-123), identify the qualities of folk 
media that make them adaptable to development contexts: 
They have value in their own right
The contemporary media have limited range
 Indigenous channels have high credibility
They are important conduit of change
They offer opportunities for participation by the local people
They are democratic
They are not necessarily top-down as most mass media are.
Besides, folk media forms have different functions that support grassroots development programs.
Wilson (1998) identifies five key functions of folk media in grassroots development:
 Folk media mobilise the people at the grassroots level towards community development and 
national consciousness. No serious mass-oriented programs succeed without the active 
involvement of the practitioners within the traditional system.
 Folk media remain as a source of cultural, political, health and other educational and 
enlightenment programs for the masses leading them towards self-actualization and national 
development.
 Folk media serve as sources of entertainment through arts and cultural festivals, musical, and 
dramatic performances by choral and masquerade groups and other music and drama-oriented 
groups. The shrines and oracles are places where the educational function is performed along 
with entertainment.
 Folk media is used for intra-cultural, inter-cultural and other communication purposes leading 
to group and national unity.
 Folk media gives expression to cultural and other activities of the different parts of the nation. 
Through festivals, for example, wide aspects of the cultural system are exposed to other 
cultures and greater understanding and appreciation of differences. Through this, cross-
cultural fertilization takes place and humankind in general becomes better off.
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Folk media forms are useful to transfer indigenous knowledge (IK) of the people to the next 
generation. Indigenous knowledge is handed down from one generation to another through symbols, 
art, oral narratives, proverbs, and performance such as songs, storytelling, wise sayings, riddles, and 
dances (Dei, 2002; Mudimbe, 1988; Semali, 1999; Turay, 2002). Different terms are used to 
designate indigenous knowledge such as local knowledge, citizen science, traditional knowledge, 
folk science, people’s science, among others (DeWalt, 1994; Antweiler, 1998; Purcell, 1998). 
Sillitoe (2002) names indigenous knowledge as local knowledge, rural people’s knowledge, insider 
knowledge, indigenous technical knowledge, people’s science, traditional environmental 
knowledge, and folk knowledge. Due to this, different scholars have defined indigenous knowledge
in different ways. Warren et al. (1995), for instance, defined indigenous knowledge as:
Indigenous knowledge-the local knowledge that is unique to a given culture or 
society-contrasts with the international knowledge system, which is generated 
through the global network of universities and research institutions (p. xv).
Berkes et al. (2000) defined indigenous knowledge as a cumulative body of knowledge, practice, 
and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down by cultural transmission, about the 
relationship of living beings (including humans) with one another and with their environments.
Despite the numerous definitions given to indigenous knowledge, the definition by Dei, Hall and 
Rosenberg (2000) best captures the focus of this study. They defined indigenous knowledge as:
Indigenous knowledge refers to traditional norms and social values, as well as 
mental constructs that guide, organise, and regulate the people’s way of living and 
making sense of their world.it is the sum of the experience and knowledge of a 
given social group and forms the basis of decision-making in the face of challenges 
both familiar and unfamiliar (p.6).
Indigenous knowledge is derived from multiple sources within the natural environment, which is 
holistic, inclusive and situated within the wider cultural traditions (Ellen, Parkes & Bicker, 2000; 
Barua &Wilson, 2005; Dei et al., 2000). The vital role of indigenous knowledge in development 
programs is that it is useful as it “aims to make local voices heard more effectively” (Sillitoe, Bicker 
& Pottier, 2002, p.1). Despite this, development practitioners have treated “indigenous knowledge 
as inefficient, inferior and an obstacle to development” (Agrawal, 1995, p.403). Equally, in rural 
Africa, indigenous knowledge has often been neglected to support rural livelihoods programs and 
other development sectors (Kyeyune et al., 2012; Mandondo, 2000; Mawere, 2013; Shizha, 2013). 
Therefore, to rural areas such as the eastern Tigray, it is important to acknowledge the value of
indigenous knowledge to help people generate diverse income sources to sustain their food security. 
The next section presents the critiques of folk media for rural development programs.
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Critiques of employing folk media in rural development programs
Despite their effectiveness for development communication, different scholars cautioned against an 
extensive reliance on folk media for rural development communication. Daudu (2009, pp. 22-23) in 
his study ‘Problems and Prospects of Folk Media Usage for Agricultural Extension Service 
Delivery in Benue State, Nigeria’ found that irrespective of their effectiveness to convey 
agricultural messages, folk media forms should be carefully used due to their lack of reliability, 
high organising expenses and poor clarity of messages. However, the findings of Daudu contradict 
with some of the widely-reported qualities of folk media as being cost-effective, accessible, and 
credible among others (Mushengyezi, 2003; Nigussie et al., 2010; Panford et al., 2001; Ugboajah, 
1985; Kyeremeh, 2005). Bame (2005, pp.81-82) evaluating the significance of comic plays in social 
change in Ghana argues that folk media forms are criticised for: first, what he called a “one-shot 
approach,” implying that the comic plays have failed to involve members of the target populations 
in the creation and performances of the folk drama. 
Bame further argues that the plays could not leave their target populations with any performance 
skills or legacy in a way that local actors can build on their newly acquired skills and their own 
theatre groups. In this part, Bame emphasised the importance of self-reliance and the role of people 
as initiators to their own development, highlighting development from within rather than an 
externally driven development strategy. Secondly, Bame underscores the negative impact of 
government-sponsored folk plays in mobilising people for development as such plays do not 
provide real dialogue as folk media are simply used in the same top-down fashion. Thirdly, despite 
employing folk media forms accentuates on self-reliance and helping members of a village or 
community to become together, political authorities can take repressive measures to silence the 
organisers. To support this, Bame refers to related experiences from Latin America and Kenya. 
Awa (2005, p.225) in his study ‘Combining modern and traditional media forms in promoting 
development objectives in Africa’ found that the main criticism for integrating folk media into 
development programs is that they are very “labour-intensive.” Awa further argues that despite their
effectiveness to convey development messages, folk media might reach too small audience at a 
time.
3.3 Framework for analysis
Food security is a complex concept that requires holistic response not only from governments and 
donors but also from local people as development participants. Considering this, multiplicity 
paradigm of development and the culture-centred approach were taken as the basis to evaluate the 
potential of folk media forms for food security communication in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. 
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This paradigm focuses on the social and cultural multiplicity perspectives of people as equally 
relevant to promote sustainable development. Besides, theories and framework that informed 
analysis about the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in eastern Tigray 
include participatory development communication, folk media and Sustainable livelihoods 
approaches.
To examine the potential of folk media forms for food security communication, it requires an in-
depth understanding of the study participants and their setting. This includes a detailed description 
the way rural people live in rural areas and their communication forms, their norms and values, how
they recognise the current food security programs, as well as their interaction with development 
agents were thoroughly examined. This study examined the currently employed food security 
communication strategies, the use of folk media for food security communication and the ways to 
incorporate them into the food security communication strategies. Analysis of the current food 
security communication strategies in eastern Tigray helped to identify their appropriateness to raise
awareness of rural people to participate in food security programs. Besides, examining the potential 
of folk media forms for food security communication was useful to recognise which folk media 
forms would best suit to rural food security communication. Evaluating the commonly used folk 
media forms and folk media preferences of rural people also helped to analyse ways to integrate 
them into rural development communication strategies. Additionally, the livelihoods approach was 
discussed to examine accessible capitals in eastern Tigray and how these capitals can be employed 
to generate diversified income sources to alleviate rural food insecurity. The chapter also discussed 
sustainable rural livelihoods and the use of capitals to help people generate diversified income 
sources to alleviate food insecurity. The next section presents the research methodology and data 
collection techniques to examine the potential of folk media forms for food security communication 
in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia.
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4. Research Methodology
This section presents the research methodology of the study. It describes the research design, site 
selection and sampling procedures, data collection methods and the data analysis procedures. Based 
on this, the next section presents the research design of the study.
4.1 Research Design
This study examined the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in eastern 
Tigray. To fully understand the types of folk media forms and their communicative potential, it 
necessitates observing how people communicate in rural areas, identifying the commonly used folk 
media forms, and recording which folk media forms they regularly use. This is due to the fact that 
different folk media forms have differing communicative potential often attracting varied levels of 
preference by their respective users. Additionally, it requires taking part in the socio-cultural, 
religious and political events, which can help to identify whether folk media forms are practiced in 
these events, to closely communicate with rural people and understand to what levels they 
participate in the government’s food security programs. With this, it requires evaluating the food 
security communication strategies and their effectiveness to connect rural people to food security 
programs. This leads to selecting a methodological framework or paradigm that helps to fully 
explore the subject under inquiry.
Grant and Giddings (2002, pp.11-21) identify four types of paradigms such as the positivist, the 
interpretive, the radical, and the poststructuralist paradigms. The positivist paradigm deals with 
testing hypothesis through experimentation and verification. This paradigm entirely deals with 
numbers and testing a hypothesis. The interpretivist paradigm focuses on interacting with research 
participants to deeply examine their experiences and the meaning they attribute to them. The 
interpretivist paradigm is equated with qualitative methods. The radical paradigm refers to working 
towards social change. The main argument of this paradigm is that people live in an unfair world in 
which inequalities are constructed through the social lines of gender, ethnicity, class, age, sexual 
orientation and so on. The poststructuralist paradigm also called deconstructivism or 
postmodernism (Cheek, 2000) is situated squarely in the impossibility of universal truths about the 
social. Poststructuralism focuses on the assumption that no one can stand outside the traditions or 
discourses of their time. This study employed an interpretivist/constructivist paradigm to examine 
how research participants “view or interpret their social world” (Julie, 2010, p.17). Grant and 
Giddings (2002, p.17) argue that the interpretative paradigm is about “...listening to and observing 
another,” which was the focus of this study.
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Overall, to fully understand the subject under inquiry, it requires immersing into the natural settings 
of the study participants. The significance of immersion into the natural environment of the study 
participants is that it helps to observe how people react to the realities surrounding them as “reality 
is socially constructed” (Mertens, 2005, p.12). van Maanen (2011, p.2) writes that “fieldwork is one 
answer-some say the best-to the question of how the understanding of others, close or distant, is 
achieved.” Silverman (2013, p.125) argues that “there are no right or wrong methods,” rather all 
depends on what is required from a specific study and how it is undertaken to achieve the desired 
result. Methodologically, this study employed an ethnographic research design. Ethnography is a 
“description based on intimate, long-term reflexive encounters between scholars and the peoples 
they are studying” (Peterson, 2003, p.8 cited in Thomson, 2014, p.4). Campbell & Lassiter (2014, p. 
6) identify ethnography as “hermeneutic, in that it is entirely and inevitably interpretative affair,” 
helping to understand human behaviour and their actions. Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) 
describe ethnography as:
In its most characteristic form it involves the ethnographer participating, overtly or 
covertly, in people's daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what 
happens, listening to what is said, asking questions–in fact, collecting whatever 
data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the research
(p.1)
Different scholars accentuate the popularity of ethnography in social sciences studies (Sarantakos, 
2013; Jones, 2010; Hammersley, 2008; Gobo, 2008). Thus, the appropriateness of ethnography to 
this study is that it is useful to “critically analyse interconnected socio-cultural issues” in a given 
social context (Sarantakos, 2013, p.182). Interconnected socio-cultural issues in this study represent 
the norms, values and meanings people attach to their lives, and how they can understand them and 
the current food security programs. With this, examining the potential of folk media forms for food 
security communication requires understanding of the culture and language of the people as the 
realities of a given society are closely attached to their culture and modes of communication.
Ethnography also helps to obtain deep insights into a belief system of communities, and activities 
that people engage in, by observing their actions and experiences (Murchison, 2010; Gobo, 2008; 
Marvasti, 2004; Angrosino, 2007; Reeves, Kuper & Hodges, 2008). The next section discusses the 
data collection methods of the study.
4.2 Data collection methods
Obijiofor (2015) argues that despite different types of ethnography, the specific method used by 
ethnographers depends on the overall objective of the study and the specific study setting. This 
study focused on the potential of folk media forms for food security communication. Accordingly,
the study explored the commonly used folk media forms, folk media preferences across gender 
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groups, and stakeholder perceptions of what folk media forms hold for food security 
communication. With this, the study looked at the food security communication strategies, people’s 
participation in the strategy design and implementation of the food security programs, their 
interaction with and development agents, and how rural people recognise the current food security 
programs to alleviate rural food insecurity. To effectively understand these interconnected details,
ethnography becomes appropriate as it entails the ‘‘description of people’s activities, their
interactions with each other, and their verbal behaviour, which should be copious and detailed’’ 
(Okely, 2012, p.142). Moreover, ethnography remains useful as it “gives voice to people in their 
own local context, typically relying on verbatim quotations and a “thick” description of events"
(Fetterman, 2010, p.1); often facilitating an understanding of the social and cultural views from the 
insider’s perspectives (Sharkey & Larsen, 2005; Fetterman, 2010).
Greetz (1973, p.6) designates ethnography as an elaborate venture in “thick description.” Thick 
description is an approach to cultural analysis popularised in anthropology. In this approach, Geertz 
defines the task of anthropology as ‘explication’, that is, the interpretation of ‘social expressions’ 
that at face value are enigmatic or unclear (ibid, 5). The central point for Geertz is that 
interpretation ‘goes all the way down.’ So, understandings of what people are doing, and why, it 
requires us to take account of the cultural context in which they are acting (Hammersley, 2008).
Thick description therefore involves “densely textured descriptions and explanations of social acts 
and activities, which strive to uncover the layers of cultural significance underlying them” 
(Harrison, 2013, p.2). This suggests that to record people’s actions and why they do what they do, it
requires a deeper description of their actions and the specific setting where they reside. To 
undertake these descriptions, the issue under inquiry needs to be examined through various data 
collection techniques. Ethnographic research employs a blend of techniques to understand a given 
situation in a more complete manner (Angrosino, 2005; Daly, 2007; Murchison, 2010; O’Reilly, 
2012). This study employs a combination of different data collection techniques including 
participant observation, in-depth individual interviews, focus group discussions, and document 
reviews. The reason to employ a mix of techniques in this study was to enrich individual research 
method as each data collection technique has its own strengths and weaknesses.
There are different reasons to employ a blend of data collection techniques to this study. First, food 
security as a program is part of the government’s development policies to eradicate rural poverty
and food insecurity. Rural people are mostly afraid of openly commenting or criticising on this 
policy. Consequently, relying on individual interviews as data collection technique might not
provide necessary details about the current food security programs. Secondly, reviewing rural food 
security program implementation manuals does not clearly show the realities on the ground to
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evaluate household food security. But employing FGDs can help people to openly discuss their 
understandings of the current food security programs in that individual interactions can help to
deeply understand diverse issues related to rural food security programs. Similarly, using participant 
observation becomes vital to record the daily activities of research participants such as to what 
levels people participate in food security programs, how development agents communicate the food 
security messages, and to what extent rural people negotiate their needs with development agents. 
Therefore, considering these interrelated issues, employing a blend of data collection techniques 
helps to fully understand how rural food security programs are communicated and implemented, the 
extent of people’s participation in the strategy design and implementation of the food security
programs, and most importantly, to evaluate the uses of the current food security programs to 
alleviate rural food insecurity in eastern Tigray.
With regards to folk media forms in eastern Tigray, these communication forms are not well 
documented. As a result, they are not well understood by different individuals. This study examined 
the nature and history of folk media forms, the level of practicing folk media forms among people 
in rural areas, folk media preferences among different segments of the rural population, variations 
in folk media use across gender groups, and people’s understandings of the potential of folk media 
forms for food security communication. Based on these interconnected ideas about folk media 
forms, relying on specific data collection technique cannot provide the required details. Therefore, 
employing a blend of techniques such as interviews, FGDs, and participant observation becomes 
highly valuable to obtain a full understanding of folk media forms and their potential for food 
security communication in eastern Tigray. The next sections present each of the data collection 
techniques in detail.
4.2.1 Focus Group Discussions
A focus group is a special type of group in terms of “purpose, size, composition, and procedures 
where participants are selected” because they have common characteristics related to the topic of 
study (Kruger & Casey, 2009, p.2). The relevance of FGDs to this study is that FGDs are useful to 
find out details of a particular group of people when little information is known about them (Bailey, 
2008; Colucci, 2008; Hansen et al., 1998). Folk media forms are mostly unwritten and orally
transmitted to the next generation that made them little recognised. Hence, using FGDs helps to 
examine how individuals “collectively make sense of a phenomenon and construct meanings around
it” (Bryman, 2004, p.348). Besides, FGDs have also several advantages that other methods may not 
provide. For instance, FGDs help discussants to “provide checks and balance” on each other that 
weed out false or extreme views (Flick, 2002, p.113). 
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FGDs are also cost-effective, provide rich data and insights (produced by group interaction), which 
would be less accessible without interactions (Kruger & Casey, 2009; Flick, 2002). Due to such
qualities, FGDs are popular “within communication and cultural studies” (Deacon et al., 1999, 
p.55). In spite of the above-mentioned strengths, FGDs have a number of limitations. Kruger and
Casey (2009, pp.13-15), for instance, criticise FGDs for: participants may portray themselves as 
thoughtful, reflective, and rational individuals who may end up discussing their past behaviours or 
focus group participants may make up answers if asked questions to which they have little or no 
experience. The number of group participants in the FGDs consists of 5 to 10 people though the size 
may range as few as 4 and as many as 12 (ibid, 6). This is because both larger and smaller groups 
can have limitations to moderate the dynamics of the group discussion (Hansen et al., 1998; Kruger 
& Casey, 2009). FGD discussions occurred with each focus group participants should focus on the 
issues raised in the discussion and maintain a balanced interaction among participants. To minimise
the limitations associated with the number of people in each of the FGDs, the FGD group sizes in 
this study were limited to 6-8 people. The main reason to limit the number of FGD discussants to 6-
8 people was that this group size was manageable to support active interaction among the FGD 
discussants. Altogether, 222 participants had taken part in the focus group discussions including (77 
Male households, 75 Female households, 38 Community elders, and 32 Youths) from both districts 
(see table 2 below). 
The Irob and Gulomekeda districts have different geographical landscapes. The Irob district is 
mountainous in nature in that the villages in the district are situated in dispersed locations from each 
other and are less populated. But the Gulomekeda district is more of a plateau in nature. The 
villages in this district are positioned in a close proximity to each other and are more populated 
compared to the Irob district. However, in both districts, organising FGDs was found difficult due 
to the following reasons. First, both districts do not have accessible roads to public transportation
between sub-districts or villages. Thus, it takes long walks to contact research participants in each 
village. Secondly, people in rural areas regularly participate in agricultural activities in their farms,
which may limit their time to spend on other duties. Thirdly, in most months of the year, rural 
people have various social and religious events either in their villages or across sub-districts to 
which they are expected to participate. Fourthly, there are frequent public meetings in which most 
households and youths are required to attend. Considering of the above-mentioned points, FGD 
venues for this study were organised in different places such as: in venues for public meetings,
public work places, villages, and the churches. Public meetings in rural areas are held either in the 
district offices or mostly in villages that are considered as centre for people gathering from different 
villages in each sub-district.
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Organising FGD venues in public meetings and the public work places was undertaken in 
consultation with development agents who outline the monthly programs of the government in each 
sub-district. I followed their schedule in each sub-district or villages in relation to where rural 
households would gather either for public meetings or for public works such as the Public Safety 
Net and the Water and Soil Conservation programs. Undertaking FGDs in these venues was useful 
to obtain many participants including households and youths.
Some of the FGDs were held in the churches (the Catholic and Orthodox churches) after the Sunday 
Masses. Some of them were also held in the villages of research participants. I chose churches as 
venues for FGDs as majority of the people in Irob and Gulomekeda districts are either Orthodox or 
Catholic Christians who mostly attend the Sunday Masses irrespective of their age or gender. Based 
on the CSA (2007) report, out of the total populations of 755,343 people in eastern Tigray, both the 
Orthodox and Catholic religion followers make up 97.52% and the remaining groups represent
Protestants and Muslims. Thus, undertaking FGDs after the Sunday Masses was useful as it helped 
to obtain participants from different segments of the population. Some of the FGDs were also held 
in the villages of research participants. A specific place chosen for the FGDs in the villages was a 
common meeting place for people, which participants can easily access. Villages as venues for 
FGDs were chosen to contact community elders who rarely participate in public works or public
meetings. All of the FGDs were conducted in ‘Saho’ language in Irob district and ‘Tigrigna’ in 
Gulomekeda districts. The numbers of FGDs were limited to 34 as the FGD groups have covered all 
the discussants in each site selected through age, gender and active involvement of households in 
food security programs. Table 2 below provides an overview of the FGDs undertaken in Alitena and 
Kokebetsibah sub-districts in eastern Tigray (see appendix II).
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Table 2: Overview of participants in Focus Group discussions
Alitena sub-district (Irob district) Kokebetsibah sub-district (Gulomekeda 
district)
Location Characteristics of 
groups
Number of 
participants
Location Characteristics 
of groups
Number of 
participants
Dawhan  
(3 FGDs)
Male HH
6
Mainegest    
(5 FGDs)
Community elders 6
Female HH 6 Male HH 7
Female HH 7 Male HH 6
Aiga 
(4 FGDs)
Community elders 6 Youth (M) 6
Male HH 7 Youth (F) 7
Female HH 7
Giradender  
(4 FGDs)
Community elders 6
Youth male 6 Male HH 6
Garangoyra
(3 FGDs)
Community elders 6
Female HH
7
Male HH 7 Female HH 6
Community elders 8
Miebale      
(5 FGDs)
Male HH 6
Awo 
(4 FGDs)
Youth (F) 7 Male HH 6
Male HH 6 Female HH 6
Female HH 8 Female HH 7
Youth (M) 6 Community elders 6
Magauma 
(2 FGDs)
Male HH 7
Fireselam     
(2 FGDs)
Male HH 7
Female HH 6 Female HH 7
Alitena 
(2 FGDs)
Male HH 6
Female HH 8
4.2.2 In-depth interviews
In ethnography, an in-depth interview is the most commonly and widely used method (Kvale, 2007; 
King & Horrocks, 2010; Bryman, 2012; Gurium et al., 2012; Barbour, 2008). This is because 
interviews help to “reconstruct events the researcher has never experienced” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, 
p.3). In this study, the main reason to use in-depth interviews was to obtain detailed individual 
experiences and thoughts from different participants about folk media forms and their potential for
food security communication in eastern Tigray. Bryman (2004, p.339) argues that “there are a wide 
range of issues that are simply not amenable to observation, so that asking about them represents 
the only viable means of finding out about them.” With this, interviews also help to pose follow-up 
questions to individuals “allowing access to a wider variety of people and situations” (ibid, 341);
enabling to generate knowledge through “interaction between an interviewer and an interviewee”
(Kvale, 2007, p. xvii). The other significance of in-depth interviewing is that it helps to record a 
detailed individual experience as it gives access to a variety of participants. 
This study employed a semi-structured interview. The relevance of semi-structured interviewing in 
ethnography is that it enables interviewees to express their views in an openly manner (Flick, 2002). 
In this study, interviews with rural households in both districts were conducted in: their villages, 
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work places and in venues for public meetings. Villages as venues for individual interviews helped 
to record the life style, communication forms and the daily activities of the people. It was also 
useful to identify where households spend most of their time in the villages. Conducting interviews 
in work places was useful to identify the extent rural people participate in public works such as the 
Public Safety Net Programs, record who regularly participates in the public works, examine how
participation in public works helped them to improve their living conditions, and to evaluate
people’s interaction with development agents. Likewise, conducting interviews in venues for public
meetings helped to understand the level of people’s participation in the discussion of the issues 
discussed in public meetings, understand the interest of rural people to attend public meetings, 
record the time people arrive to the meeting venues, and evaluate people’s perceptions about the 
importance of meetings for food security communication. Individual interviews with the community 
members were recorded using ‘Saho’ and ‘Tigrigna’ languages in Irob and Gulomekeda districts
respectively. Interviews with the regional and district level food security officers and development 
agents were undertaken in Tigrigna languages. 
A total of 110 individual interviews were conducted. Out of them, 12 were with the regional and 
district level food security officers as well as the development agents but the remaining 98 
interviewees were held with rural community members from both districts (see appendix I). 
4.2.3 Participant observation
Different terms are used to represent the field-based observation including participant observation, 
fieldwork, qualitative observation, direct observation and field research (Gobo, 2008; Patton, 2002). 
The main reason to employ participant observation in this study was to observe and record details of 
how research participants respond to the potentials of folk media forms for food security 
communication in eastern Tigray. Besides, participant observation provides opportunities to observe 
study subjects in natural settings where people are observed doing whatever they would be doing 
representing their real-life situations (Deacon et al., 1999; Berger, 2000). Bryman (2004) 
accentuates the importance of observing people in their natural settings as: 
The participant observer’s extensive contact with a social setting allows the context 
of people’s behaviour to be mapped out fully. The participant observer interacts 
with people in a variety of different situations and possibly roles, so that the links 
between behaviours and context can be forged (p.339).
In ethnography, observation strategies can be “non-participant observation and participant
observation” (Gobo, 2008, p.5); illustrating to the degree of involvement and detachment in the 
social world of the research participants (Sarantakos, 2013; Gobo, 2008; O’Reilly, 2012). This 
study focuses on what involvement does rather than detachment from the research participants. The 
74
reason to focus on involvement is because participant observation is about immersion into the social 
world of the research participants to “learn how people respond to situations, and how they organise 
their lives; it is about learning what is meaningful in their lives” (Liamputtong, 2013, p.166). 
Through immersion, ethnographers themselves experience events in the same way as the local 
people (Daly, 2007; Gobo, 2008; Murchison, 2010). Using participant observation, human 
behaviours can be understood not only through the visual perceptions but also by integrating the 
hearing, feeling and smelling (Alder & Alder, 1998). Then, what is observed is recorded using field 
notes (Angrosino, 2007; Gibbs, 2007; O’Reilly, 2012; Gobo, 2008; Marvasti, 2004) that include
descriptions of what the ethnographer has seen and experienced, the perceptions and interpretations 
of events and even emotional notes (O’Reilly, 2012; Gobo, 2008; Wilkinsen, 2009; Angrosino, 
2007; Gibbs, 2007; Marvasti, 2004).
With regards to what to observe and how to observe, Gobo (2008, p.162) focuses on three aspects in 
social sciences such as the “social structures, common-sense interpretations/explanations given by 
individual participants and the context of action.” Marshall and Rossman (2011, p.139) contend that
focused observation can be attained by recording actions using a checklist of questions to “tick-off 
pre-established actions.” In this study, a checklist of observation was developed to record the field 
notes based on the following points: 
 Development agents and the food security communication strategies: forms of 
communication, how context-based are they, how often and where they meet rural people et
 People’s participation in food security programs: how interested are they, who participates 
more, how often do they participate, etc
Barriers (if any) that may affect people’s participation in food security programs
Availability of folk media forms: what are the most commonly used and least used folk media 
forms, folk media preferences across districts or within people, folk media uses across gender 
groups, etc
 How do rural people, development agents, and food security experts recognise the role of 
folk media forms for food security communication?
 Changes in the lives of rural people due to their participation in food security programs:
improved food availability, diverse income sources, etc
During my fieldwork in Irob and Gulomekeda districts, I participated in various programs including 
public works, social events, and public meetings (as participant observer). Participating in public 
works in both sub-districts gave me the opportunity to identify the level of people’s participation in 
public works such as the Public Safety Net and Water and Soil Conservation programs, understand 
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their interaction with development agents, and factors that affect their participation in these 
programs. Besides, it was useful to understand how people’s participation in these programs can 
support or affect their efforts to alleviate food insecurity. It was also helpful to understand whether 
development agents have the knowledge and understanding about folk media forms, to what extent
they use them in public works and the food security programs. 
Additionally, I attended public meetings (as participant observer) that helped me to identify how 
public meetings are organised, identify the commonly discussed issues in meetings, the regularity of 
public meetings at the village and district levels, the interest of rural people to attend public 
meetings, and people’s understanding of the significance of public meetings for food security 
communication. My role as an observant also helped me to identify how food security messages are 
communicated through meetings, the role of public meetings to raise the awareness of rural people 
about the food security packages, and identify barriers that may affect people’s participation in 
public meetings. I also participated in social events such as weddings, cultural festivals, and Goila 
(songs and dance) in the districts. Participation in these events helped me to know accessibility of 
folk media forms in rural areas, to identify the commonly used folk media forms, folk media 
preferences among rural people, folk media uses across age and gender groups, and whether rural 
people recognise folk media forms for food security communication. Field notes in relation to the 
checklist of observation were carefully recorded on the spot to keep the accuracy of observation and 
events. The next step was to reorganise the field notes with the data from other sources. The 
following section presents document reviews. 
4.2.4 Document reviews
Documents encompass a range of materials such as books, newspapers, magazines, notices, letters, 
minutes of meetings, diaries and so forth (Gobo, 2008; Robson, 2002). Documents can have many 
advantages. Most importantly, information and insights derived from documents can be valuable 
additions to a knowledge base. Also, information through documents can suggest some questions 
that need to be asked and situations that need to be observed as part of the research. In this study, 
documents were accessed from the Irob district Food Security Office and were purposively selected 
based on their contents and relevance to the overall objective of the study. The validity of 
documents was assessed based on the “external and internal evaluation criticisms” as suggested by 
Startt and Sloan (2003, pp.163-164). External criticism involves establishing the “authenticity of a 
particular record, whereas internal criticism involves matters of credibility and understanding of the 
content” (ibid, 164). In this study, the lists of documents reviewed were mainly related to food 
security Program Implementation Manuals (PIM). These documents include: The Public Safety Net 
Program Implementation Manual (FDRE, 2006), the Household Asset Building Program 
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Implementation Manual (FDRE, 2011). Besides, I reviewed the Soil and Water Conservation Work 
Norms: the field staff work reference (FDRE/WFP, 2000), and the Tigray Regional State Negarette 
Gazette (Tigray Regional Council, 2014). The Water and Soil Conservation as a program is not a 
component of the newly designed food security programs (section 2.5) but it has a direct impact to
implement rural food security programs as most of the depleted rural farms need conservation to 
maintain soil fertility and alleviate erosion. 
Similar to the Soil and Water Conservation Work Norms, the Tigray Regional State Negarette 
Gazette is not a component of the revised food security program. The Negarette Gazette was found 
relevant as it deals with the improved proclamations on the administration and governance of rural 
land in Tigray region. The document was useful to examine the land distribution systems in eastern 
Tigray and its impact on food security programs of rural households. The current food security 
packages in eastern Tigray are related to agriculture. Thus, participation of households in food 
security packages depends on the availability of arable land. That is, households who do not have a 
plot of land cannot participate in the food security packages such as fertilizers, bee keeping, 
livestock, poultry or small-scale water projects. This study did not review any other documents as 
the accessed documents were sufficient to examine the current food security programs in eastern 
Tigray. Document reviews in this study focused on the following points: 
 The food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray and their roles to inform and 
educate rural people to participate in food security programs.
 Who developed the food security program implementation manuals and how context-
specific they are? 
The land distribution methods in eastern Tigray and the extent female households and 
youths are included in the land distribution.
The relevance and feasibility of the current food security packages to the overall context of 
rural areas in eastern Tigray and;
 The criteria to distribute food security packages among rural households along with the 
guidelines and implementation procedures of the food security packages in rural areas.
Ethnography helps to focus on “information-rich-cases,” that provide a great account of information 
(Patton, 2002, p.230). This suggests that ethnography relies on a detailed understanding of small
number of samples in a given context; implying that it requires a systematic selection of resourceful 
samples and representative research sites. The next section discusses the site selection and sampling 
procedures of this study. 
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4.3 Site selection and sampling procedures
4.3.1 Site selection 
The research setting for this study was in Irob and Gulomekeda districts specifically, in Alitena and 
Kokebetsibah sub-districts in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. Both districts are located in remote 
areas from the Tigray Regional State capital, Mekelle. These districts do not have infrastructure to 
access modern media. But in these districts, folk media forms are still widely practiced among the 
people. The Irob and Gulomekeda districts were purposefully selected because they are repeatedly 
affected by chronic food insecurity. There are different reasons that might have caused food 
insecurity in these sub-districts. First, these areas were battlefields in different wars the country 
experienced including the recent 1998 cross-border conflict with Eritrea. During these wars, rural 
people were displaced from their homes and lost most of their belongings. Conflicts may not 
necessarily cause food insecurity but may result in demolished infrastructures and loss of personal 
possessions that can have a severe impact on food security of households. Similarly, if we take the 
Ethio-Eritrean border conflict, it caused a severe impact on the income sources of rural people in 
eastern Tigray. In Irob district, for instance, the war severely disrupted their bee keeping practices. 
Bee keeping is one of the sources of income for most the Irob people but many of the beehives were 
either taken away or burnt by the Eritrean soldiers. 
Farms in both the Irob and Gulomekeda districts were also infested with landmines that caused 
many civilian casualties. Consequently, farming became difficult as people were afraid for their 
lives that had a great impact on the agricultural production and the food security in these districts. 
Despite a return to their villages, many people in these districts became food insecure and relied on 
food aid for their survival. Secondly, in both districts, erratic rain becomes a major challenge for 
farmers who predominantly rely on agricultural production and grazing land for their animals. Thus, 
even if conflicts and erratic rain may not solely cause food insecurity, it can be argued that they 
have worsened the perpetual challenges to rural food security in Irob and Gulomekeda districts. To 
tackle food insecurity in these districts, government and NGOs have put many resources. 
Nevertheless, food insecurity continues to be a major challenge for the rural poor. The next section 
presents the sampling procedure of the study.
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4.3.2 Sampling procedure
Ethnographic study is guided by purposive sampling techniques relying on relatively small samples 
or even a single case sometimes, which provides every detail a certain study aspires to address. 
Thus, samples are chosen for a purpose, to access people, times, and settings that are representative 
of a given criterion (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). Similarly, Lindolf and Taylor (2002, p.128) emphasise 
that “sites or cases are chosen because there may be good reason to believe that what goes on there
is critical to understanding some process or concept, or to testing or elaborating some established 
theory.” Overall, as Morse (2006) contends, the main emphasis for ethnographic samples is on 
meaning rather than on the frequency of events. In this study, research participants in Alitena and 
Kokebetsibah sub-districts were purposefully selected based on their age, gender, and their active 
involvement in food security packages (household focused). 
The first sample selection criterion for both the interviewees and FGD participants in rural areas 
was based on the age of participants. The most important reason to this sample selection criterion 
was that folk media forms are associated with the language, history and culture of the people. This 
suggests that beyond for daily communication purposes, folk media forms remain as useful tools to
express the language, culture and history of the people in a given geographical setting. Thus, 
understanding folk media forms requires recalling of the past and relating it to the present. To 
elaborate these details, knowledgeable community elders play a major role. Community elders are 
highly trusted and esteemed by their respective members. Besides, they are responsible to transfer 
the language, history and culture of the people as they have a better understanding of the nature and 
history of folk media forms. Due to this, people from the ages 50 years and above were selected to 
provide details about the nature and history of the folk media forms, the role of folk media forms in 
the society, their folk media preferences, and their understanding of the potential of folk media 
forms for food security communication. 
It is clear that folk media forms are widely practiced by various segments of the rural population in 
different contexts. Nonetheless, this does not necessarily mean that all community members equally 
understand about the nature, history, and importance of each of the folk media forms. This implies 
that rural people have varying degrees of understanding the history of folk media forms and their 
significance to rural people both of which may determine individual folk media preferences.
Therefore, the basic reason to focus on the ages 50 years and above was due to the fact that these 
age groups are believed to have a wealth of experience attained through learning from their 
ancestors, through repeated use, or due to their involvement in various folk media performances.
Additionally, both in individual interviews and focus group discussions, participants under the ages 
of 50 years were also selected to respond to different questions related to the practices of folk media 
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forms in rural areas, their folk media preferences, folk media uses across gender groups, and their 
insights about the potential of folk media forms for food security communication. Therefore, to
fully understand folk media forms in rural areas in eastern Tigray, both the elders and the young
were equally relevant as each of them had complementing details about folk media forms and their 
potential for food security communication. The second sample selection criterion to select 
interviewees and FGD participants of this study was related to gender. The reason to use this 
sample selection criterion was to examine folk media uses across gender groups in the community. 
In rural areas, folk media forms are widely practiced among people. But some folk media forms 
such as Aa’dar (oral poetry) are gender inequitable. Even if there are female Aa’darens, it is only 
males who are observed composing Aa’dar. Having this in mind, gender based sample selection 
was required to examine how gender groups utilise different folk media forms in their respective 
community. Besides, it was useful to examine the levels of understanding of folk media forms
across gender groups, identify their folk media preferences, and to evaluate their perceptions about 
the potential of folk media forms for food security communication. 
The third sample selection criterion was based on the active involvement of individuals in food 
security packages (household focused). This sample group includes both male households and 
female households. There were numerous reasons behind this sample selection criterion. First, it 
was to examine how food security packages are distributed to households as well as to identify the 
level of supply of the packages in each district. Secondly, it was to identify specific package 
preferences of households and their levels of participation in food security packages, their 
understanding of rural food security programs, and what they benefited being participants of the 
program. Thirdly, this sample selection criterion was aimed at discovering the interaction patterns 
of rural households with development agents and their understanding about the potential of folk 
media forms for food security communication. Besides to households, this sample comprised
youths who were reported as active participants of the current food security programs by their 
respective district administration offices in both research sites. However, other youths were not 
included due to two main reasons. First, most youths live with their parents until they get married,
which limits their involvement in food security packages as food security packages primarily target 
to households. Secondly, implementation of food security packages necessitates availability of plot 
of land. But evidence shows that most youths in both districts are landless and cannot participate in 
the food security packages even if they have the willingness to participate in these programs.
Interview participants from the Tigray Regional Food Security Office, district level Food Security 
Officers and rural development agents (from both research sites) were also purposefully selected 
based on their respective roles in the current rural food security programs. The total sample size in 
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this study comprised 34 FGDs and 110 individual interviews. Out of the 110 interviewees, 12 of 
them were from the regional and district food security officers as well as development agents but 
the remaining 98 interviewees were community members from both districts. All the FGDs were 
undertaken with the community members in both districts. Out of the 34 FGD groups, 18 of them
were undertaken in Irob district and the remaining 16 were held in Gulomekeda district. Each FGD 
group involved 6 to 8 people as this number was manageable to maintain active interaction of FGD 
discussants. This sample size is justified as ethnographic sample size is determined based on “what 
will be useful, what will have credibility and what can be done with available time and resources” 
(Patton, 2002, p. 244). The next section presents the data analysis procedure of the study.
4.4 Data analysis procedure
O’Reilly (2012, p.180) argues that ethnographic research is “iterative-inductive” in nature in that 
data collection, analysis and writing up processes are inextricably linked. This implies that
ethnographic data analysis is characterised by a detailed description and interpretation of issues 
under inquiry. This study employed triangulation as its data analysis procedure. Triangulation refers 
to “combining different sorts of data against the background of the theoretical perspectives that are 
applied to the data” (Flick, 2008, p.6). As a methodological approach, triangulation contributes to 
the validity of research results (Flick, 2002, 2008; Farmer et al., 2006). Denzin (1978, pp. 294-307) 
identifies four types of triangulation techniques such as: methodological triangulation, data 
triangulation, theoretical triangulation, and investigator triangulation. Methodological triangulation 
encompasses more than one research method or data collection technique. It involves qualitative 
data collection methods (e.g., interviews, document analysis, focus group discussion, and 
participant observation).
Data triangulation includes the use of multiple data sources, for example, respondent groups (e.g., 
professionals vs. lay). Theoretical triangulation involves using alternative disciplinary or 
substantive theoretical lenses to view research findings (e.g., stages of behaviour change vs. health 
belief model). Lastly, investigator triangulation entails involvement of two or more researchers in 
the analysis. Therefore, the type of triangulation chosen and the decision to employ single or 
multiple triangulation techniques depend on the nature of the research question and should 
complement the methodological paradigm. This study employs methodological triangulation. Flick
(2008) argues that a strong attention is paid to the methodological triangulation. This type of 
triangulation is also labelled as "between (or across) methods" type, and represents the most popular 
use of triangulation (Denzin, 1978, p.302). It is used for cross validation when two or more distinct 
methods are found to be congruent and yield comparable data.
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To analyse interview data, all the interview audio recorded in Saho and Tigrigna languages were 
transcribed and translated into English. Then, interview responses were coded into categories. 
Cross-case analysis (Patton, 2002) was employed to classify similar and different responses. To 
analyse data from focus group discussions, all the audio from interviews and FGDs recorded in 
‘Saho’ and ‘Tigrigna’ languages were translated into English. Then, responses in verbatim were 
coded into a matrix containing various thematic categories tabulated and thematically ranked from 
the most frequently mentioned to the least frequently mentioned. Tabulated responses were 
carefully analysed in a way that sensible meanings emerge out of the organised data. Besides, 
observation-based field notes were coded into themes based on the matrix of observation to identify 
and formulate all ideas, themes or issues they suggest (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 2011). For
document analysis, I followed the procedures outlined by Startt and Sloan (2003). Startt and Sloan 
(2003) outline the following five types of controls that help interpretation of documents:
1) The evidence: The document must be broad enough to accommodate all the evidence
including the contrary evidence;
2) The context: How much does the document inform the social, economic, and cultural 
realities of the issue under study;
3) The status of historical writing on the topic: It refers to understanding the realities in 
accordance with the changing social outlooks;
4) Constructing generalizations: General statements should be related to textual details and to 
specific examples. They must rest on evidence-or on sound expansion of the meaning of that 
evidence. 
5) The need to develop a particular type of self-discipline-employing self-awareness and 
recognition of an objective standard (pp. 201-202). 
Using the above stated controls of document interpretation, I reviewed the food security Program 
Implementation Manuals, the Water Conservation Work Norms: the field staff work reference, and
the Tigray Regional State Negarette Gazette. These documents were carefully reviewed and their 
contents were analysed focussing on their relevance to the implementation of food security 
programs in eastern Tigray. To understand the meanings and implication of these texts focused re-
reading and interpretation of the contents of the documents was made. Then, to uncover themes of 
documents reviewed pertinent to food security programs, coding and category construction were
used. The next section presents the ethical consideration and limitation of the study.
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4.5 Ethical considerations and Limitations
Ethical clearance was obtained from The University of Queensland on the 2nd of June 2014. 
Following the ethical clearance, fieldwork was undertaken in Irob and Gulomekeda districts, in 
Alitena and Kokebetsibah sub-districts in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia from June to Dec. 2014. In 
this study, only adults and specifically community elders, male households, female households and 
the youths over 18 years of age were permitted to take part. All research participants were requested 
to provide informed consent in that consent forms were prepared in Saho and Tigrigna languages. 
Literate participants provided informed consent whereas illiterate participants were requested to 
provide oral response and their group members signed on their behalf. Research participants were 
also well informed that the information/ data gathered would only be used for academic purposes. 
With this, their participation was solely on volunteer basis and the right to completely withdraw at 
any time and/or cancel to any of the information they gave. Additionally, details of research 
participants including their names were kept confidential to avoid any risks for the participants. 
Finally, rural food security programs in eastern Tigray are results of government’s political 
decisions in that rural people are afraid of telling their views or publicly criticising the ongoing food 
security programs. Thus, some of the research participants had requested to listen to the audio 
recordings they had been recorded during the interviews and the FGDs. Upon their request, 
participants were given the chance to listen to the audios so that they can further confirm their ideas.
Ethnography necessitates a deeper understanding of the study participants and their social context.
As a researcher, I am from the same cultural background with my research participants specifically 
with those from the Irob district, and I fully understand their culture and language. Being from the 
same area with the research participants may affect the data collection and analysis of the study. 
Ruby (1980) calls this ‘reflexibility’, in that one who comes from the same country/region, and their 
personal awareness and understanding of the situation is a critical component of the research 
process. In relation to this, Ruby argues that:   
To be reflexive is not only to be self-conscious, but to be sufficiently self-conscious 
to know what aspects of self it is necessary to reveal to an audience so that they are 
able to understand the process employed, as well as the resultant product, and to 
know that the revelation itself is purposive, intentional, and not merely narcissistic 
or accidentally revealing (ibid, 156).
Through reflexive practice, researchers continually interrogate their own standpoints in relation to 
the subject matter under research (Gullion, 2016). Savin-Badin and Major (2013, p. 76) recommend 
that we need to examine three major areas in which our personal stance could influence the outcome 
of our research: (1) In relation to the subject matter, (2) In relation to the participants, and (3) In 
relation to the research context and process. As a researcher who understands the culture and speaks 
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the language of my study participants, I could easily relate to the responses provided by participants 
but might have overlooked some details that I took for granted but had relevance to the study and 
required further probing. However, to minimise such deviations, I was guided by the questions 
prepared prior to my fieldwork. Another limitation might have been caused by the fact that this 
study was undertaken with people who are largely illiterate, explain their understanding of realities
based on memory of the past and relate it to the present. Therefore, presenting facts and details from 
the past depends on individual memory and understanding. People may not fully remember all facts 
because people’s memory may be limited based on different issues affecting them. In such cases, as 
a researcher one relies only on what the respondents can remember from the past or their lived 
experiences. Participants in this study would often use the phrase “based on my understanding and 
experience” or “based on what I learnt from our elders” to elucidate their responses in interviews. 
While the lack of details or failure to provide accurate details from research participants may affect 
the study findings, to minimise these inconveniences and to cross-check the facts, I contacted many 
participants through both individual in-depth interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs).  
4.6 Data Presentation and Discussion of findings
This study focussed on three research questions including the current food security communication 
in eastern Tigray, the potential of folk media forms for food security communication, and the 
opportunities and challenges to integrate folk media forms into food security communication 
strategies. This chapter discussed an ethnographic research design to address interconnected social 
issues and their significance to elucidate the food security programs in eastern Tigray. With this, an 
interpretivist paradigm was used, which deals with interacting, listening and observing research 
participants to deeply examine their experiences and the meaning they attribute to themselves and 
the current food security programs. To fully understand the potential of folk media forms for food 
security communication, this study employed a blend of data collection techniques such as in-depth 
interviews, participant observation, FGDs, and document reviews. The unit of analysis in this study 
was each participant who participated in the research. For the data analysis procedure, this study 
employed triangulation, which was found useful to validate study results. The next chapter presents
a critical analysis and discussion of the study findings about the food security communication 
strategies in eastern Tigray.
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5. Food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray
5.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses the study results related to the first research question of the thesis. It 
examines the current food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia and 
evaluates their role to connect rural people to food security programs. To examine the current food 
security communication strategies in eastern Tigray, individual interviews, focus group discussions, 
participant observation and document reviews were used. The chapter begins with the discussion of 
the communication traditions in eastern Tigray along with the communication landscape and history
in eastern Tigray. The second part of the chapter discusses the communication strategies in food 
security programs, the strategy design and implementation of the food security programs, it also 
discusses the effectiveness of food security communication in mobilising rural people to participate 
in food security programs. To alleviate poverty and augment industrialisation in the country, the 
Ethiopian government has introduced Agriculture Development-Led Industrialization (ADLI) in the 
mid-1990s (section 2.2). ADLI as a strategy largely focuses on agriculture as its main pillar to 
support the economy and alleviate food insecurity in the country. As a result, smallholders are 
required to effectively partake in agricultural activities. 
With regards to rural food security programs, households are encouraged to participate in the 
government’s food security packages such as Animal husbandry, Fertilizers, Poultry, Bee keeping
and Small-scale water projects. Participation of households in these packages however depends on 
the extent they understand the nature, relevance, and implementation strategies about the food 
security packages. Participation is often associated with the power given to individuals (Arnstein, 
1969) to help them actively take part in the planning and implementation development programs. 
Therefore, it is imperative to understand how the current food security communication strategies 
operate, and their effectiveness to communicate the food security programs to inform and educate
the people about the objectives and relevance of these programs. Mefalopulos (2005, p.252) lists 
three major functions of communication in development projects such as exchanging information 
and building consensus around specific issues, assisting in identifying and defining project
objectives, and supporting the achievement of project objectives. Based on this, the success of 
communication for social change relies on its effectiveness to reach stakeholders at each level in 
order that each can understand the proposed social change and get actively involved in assessing 
and deciding how to achieve it. Thomas & van de Fliert (2015, p.30) underscore that “effective 
communication for social change requires active participation; that is, working with key 
stakeholders at all stages to enact change, requiring an all-inclusive approach.” 
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But limiting people’s participation in development programs hinders the sustainability of the 
required development. Similarly, Mefalopulos (2005) argues that: 
Achieving sustainability in rural development depends largely on the way 
stakeholders perceive the proposed change and the way they are involved in 
assessing and deciding about how that change should be achieved. Thus, one of 
communication's main roles has become to facilitate people's participation, and 
this is acquiring a rapidly increasing relevance in sustainable development (p.248). 
Food security programs in eastern Tigray are undertaken by development agents (section 1.2) who 
work with people to deliver technical skills to help improve agricultural productivity and rural
livelihoods (Umeta, Lemecha & Mume, 2011). Development agents in eastern Tigray argue that 
stakeholders are encouraged to participate in the strategy design and implementation of the food 
security programs. Therefore, it is important to understand how the food security messages are 
produced and negotiated between development agents and the rural people. Analysis and 
discussions of the current food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray is situated 
within the context of an ‘actor-oriented approach’ (Long, 2001), focusing on ‘local development 
brokers’ (Mosse & Lewis, 2006; Olivier de Sardan, 2005). Based on Long (2001), an actor-oriented 
approach refers to:
an ethnographic understanding of the “social life” of development projects-from 
conception to realization-as well as the responses and livid experiences of the 
variously located and affected social actors (pp.14-15).
The significance of an actor-oriented approach to food security programs in eastern Tigray is that it 
enables to identify how government systems and development organisations operate. Besides, it 
also helps to recognise the differences between the government’s formal objectives and goals and 
those that emerge through the practices and strategies pursued by actors at different organisational 
levels (Lewis, 1998; Lewis et al., 2003). Moreover, this approach gives a useful entry point to the 
issues of brokerage (Mosse & Lewis, 2006). Brokerage refers to the ways in which social actors 
operate as active agents building social, political, and economic roles rather than simply following 
normative roles (Bierschenk et al., 2002). Segers et al. (2009) state that the main function of local 
development brokers is that they mediate between government agencies that undertake rural 
development programs and the farmers whom they work with. Studies related to development 
brokerage within the local politics and developments provide insights into broad social realities 
(Bierschenk et al., 2002; Doolittle, 2006; Hagberg, 2005). In general, the relevance of an actor-
oriented approach to this study is that it helps to fully understand the social context and peoples’ 
understanding of the current food security programs. Social context in this part does not mean “a 
fixed set of surrounding conditions but a wider dynamical process of which the cognition of an 
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individual is only a part” (Hutchins, 1995, p. xiii). The next section presents the communication 
traditions in local governance in eastern Tigray. 
5.2 Communication traditions in local governance in eastern Tigray
Based on CSA (2007), out of the total 4.3 million people in Tigray region, 80.5% lives in rural 
areas. Rural villages in eastern Tigray are situated in dispersed locations that do not have access to 
modern media. This implies that oral culture dominates the modes of communication for people to 
address their socio-cultural, economic, religious, and political needs. Ong (2002, pp. 31-32) defines 
oral culture as “…a culture untouched by writing or a culture not far removed from primary 
orality.” About the nature of communication in rural villages, a male household interviewee from 
Daya village in Irob district states that:
As you can see, we live in scattered villages. …but in terms of information 
exchange, we are close to inform each other on daily basis. We trust each other in 
this regard and any information received is never neglected. …when we receive any 
information, we inform anyone we can get around us. This helps us to socialise and 
transfer information promptly.
Another community elder in Mainegest village in Gulomekeda district also adds that:
In our culture, everyone is equal. ...thus, we respect messages coming from 
members of our community irrespective of their age, gender, and social status. 
…when there is any issue that needs our attention, we inform each other to respond 
to it based on the urgency and immediacy of the message. …this is how we have 
been living in our villages. 
In similar view, a community elder in Aiga village in Irob district states that “in our areas, we all 
know each other that make the communication easier. People can tell you what they have heard 
and seen. As we know each other, we accept information coming from individuals.” The above 
views indicate that the respect, trust, and familiarity among rural people remain useful to facilitate
the communication flow. This is in line with the arguments of Rogers (2003) who contends that the 
effectiveness of communication flow depends on the degree people become homophilous. 
Homophily refers to the extent to which a pair of individuals who communicate to each other 
become “similar in certain attributes like beliefs, education, socio-economic status” (ibid, 305).
Obijiofor (1998) argues that rural communication is attached more to the source of the message 
rather than the content of the message. Obijiofor’s argument is consistent with the traditions rural 
communication is undertaken in Irob and Gulomekeda districts in eastern Tigray. During my 
fieldwork in rural villages, I observed that after social events such as funerals or cultural weddings,
people take time to discuss and enquire after each other.
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This implies that familiarity to the source in rural areas determines the acceptance of messages that
in turn defines the way rural people react to issues of common concern such as the food security 
programs. Results show that familiarity among people in rural areas is related to correlations 
through kinship, social networks, religion, and marriage. It is also revealed that people who belong 
to one or more of these connections closely communicate better than those who do not belong to 
any of these correlations. However, it does not necessarily mean that the lack of connections affects
the communication of individuals with people outside of their vicinity or their clan. About the 
communication within the existing networks, a community elder in Mainegest village in 
Gulomekeda district states that:
Most of the people living in one village are related to each other by kinship. …this 
is what we inherited from our parents and grandparents. …those who reside in a 
close proximity help each other in all of the social and religious events. This I 
believe has promoted mutual trust among us.…it also helps to closely communicate 
and share what we know and heard. 
Equally, a female household interviewee form Aiga village in Irob district also adds that:
…we had our own forms of communication such as Warsim and Aa’dar. We know 
that they are still functional and popular among our people. …from experience and 
repeated use, we believe that what comes through these communication forms is 
truthful. …hence, we are well informed about what is happening around us as we 
exchange news on regular basis.
These focus on the importance of kinship and trust leading to effective communication among rural 
people. However, this contradicts with the findings of Yitbarek (2009) who argues that there are 
certain cultural norms in Ethiopia that can suppress cooperation and group work impeding effective 
communication. These norms include suspicion (mutual distrust), paranoia, envy and the 'zero-sum 
mentality/lack of empathy, lack of openness, parochialism, and 'personalization of issues'-the 
inability to conceptually distinguish between a person and their ideas (ibid, 205). The findings in 
this study however do not show any of the social norms that affected communication among
individuals in eastern Tigray. But with the rapidly changing world and in an era of global 
information hegemony, the continuity and reputation of oral culture becomes a subject of an 
enquiry. But results in this study show that there are a number of reasons to maintain the continuity 
and applicability of orality and oral communication in rural areas such as in the eastern Tigray. 
First, kinship, religion, culture, and the social networks of the people dominate rural life in eastern 
Tigray or other rural areas in Ethiopia. Social networks are described as the density of ties, 
boundedness and homogeneity of a particular society (Ackerson & Viswanath, 2009), which are 
helpful to create proximity among people enhancing their interaction and mutual understanding.
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Secondly, most of the rural villages in Gulomekeda and Irob districts are located in remote areas 
from regional cities with poor infrastructure to support access to modern media outlets. Though
radio is the most convenient channel to cover long distances and infiltrate into rural villages, studies 
have shown that Africa has the least developed infrastructure to broadcast radio (UNESCO, 2003 
cited in Okigbo, 2004; Wilson, 2005). Thus, relying on orality and social networks of the people 
remain as the only viable sources of information among the people in rural areas in eastern Tigray. 
In light of this, when working with oral based cultures such as in rural areas in eastern Tigray, as 
Ong (1982) argues, it requires more conscious efforts to address the cognitive mindset of audiences 
who are primarily listeners and speakers rather than readers and writers. Thirdly, as discussed in 
section 3.3.2, people in eastern Tigray are dominantly illiterate that rely on a spoken word rather 
than a written language.
In this study, the term illiterate represents individuals who did not get opportunities to attend formal 
education. But the term rural denotes people who live in remote locations from main cities. As 
discussed in the previous section, remoteness in the context of eastern Tigray is associated with the 
lack of access to infrastructure. Based on Hansen (1970), rural areas are often the last stop of 
technologies. The lack of infrastructure limits access to modern media, electricity, healthcare, 
schools, jobs, etc. Besides, it constrains economic growth of people. Numerous studies in relation 
to infrastructure and economic growth have been undertaken (Straub &Vellutini, 2006; Straub, 
2008), and have shown that there exists a consensus about the role of infrastructure to promote
growth in developing countries (Romp & de Haan, 2005). Evidence shows that low economic 
performance in Sub-Saharan Africa is associated with under investment in electricity and 
telecommunications (Esfahani & Ramirez, 2003). In rural areas, despite the lack of infrastructure
limiting people’s opportunities and their capability to respond, it does not necessarily mean that 
they are unaware of their environment and the various issues affecting them. Rural people have 
developed their own oral communication forms, and have established knowledge and skills to help
them effectively address their needs. This implies that neither their oral culture nor their indigenous 
knowledge systems are outside of modernity. 
Ong and Hartley (2012, p. 8) argue that “oral expression can exist and mostly has existed without 
any writing at all, writing never without orality.” This shows that “…oral speech continues 
unabated for centuries after writing comes into use” (ibid, 9). Besides, rural people have developed
the knowledge and skills, which have been applied to different contexts to address their needs. FAO 
(2009) argues that in developed and developing countries, farmers and local communities have had 
traditional knowledge, ability, skills and practices related to food security and agricultural 
production. 
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Agriculture forms the largest collection of indigenous knowledge (Aluma, 2004), as farmers and 
pastoralists have grown crops and kept animals, developed production systems well adapted to 
those locations and the changes in their environment. Different studies have shown that farmers
have developed a great understanding of soil fertility that determines agricultural their productivity. 
Osunade (1994), for instance, found that in Swaziland, touch is an important procedure for farmers 
to decide soil fertility, as well as recognising the presence of fauna and flora; for example, 
earthworm casts are found on nutrient-rich soils, but never on acidic soils. Equally, in Nigeria, 
farmers are fully aware of the link between soil texture and the differential deposition of river 
sediments, as well as the ‘feel’ of soils and their moisture content (Kundiri, Jarvis & Bullock, 
1997). Based on the above views, it can be argued that being illiterate does not necessarily mean
obliviousness, lacking the knowledge and skills to evaluate and respond to various issues affecting 
individuals. The next section presents the communication landscape and history in eastern Tigray.
5.2.1 Communication landscape and history in eastern Tigray
Like most of the African nations, the Ethiopian tradition largely relies on oral culture (Crummy, 
2000). Eyor (2011, p.1) argues that “oral literature of a people is intricately tied to the social, 
cultural and political aspirations and goals of the people at given points in time…” Equally, in 
eastern Tigray, oral culture is centuries old tradition and has been in use beyond the daily 
interaction to address issues that require collective decision-making. For instance, ‘Derro’ is one of 
the regularly practiced oral communication forms to convey the death of member of a community in 
Irob district. Similar to ‘Derro’ in Irob district, ‘Awiyat’ in Gulomekeda district is used to convey a 
funeral message sent by high-pitching to relatives and family members or friends in distant villages 
in the districts. Therefore, with the absence of other communication forms to reach family members 
and relatives in remote areas, these communication forms remain vital to maintain information flow 
among rural people. This implies the continuity of orality to address issues of common concern
among people in eastern Tigray. Dagron (2003, p.4) argues that “people hold to their mother 
tongue, they hold to their dress, to their music, to their religious practices…” Regarding the 
communicative potential of oral culture, Ong (2002) argues that: 
The fact that oral peoples commonly and in all likelihood, universally consider 
words to have magical potency is clearly tied in, at least unconsciously, with their 
sense of the word as necessarily spoken, sounded, and hence power-driven (p.14).
In related view, a community elder in Alitena village in Irob district states that:
I do not exactly remember when they started but we are still using our own forms of 
communication such as Melat-Agle, Aa’dar, Warsim, Derro, and others. …through
Melat-Agle, we have been resolving various intra-ethnic and inter-ethnic conflicts. 
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…Aa’dar is also used to communicate our culture, history, and deeds of our people. 
Through Warsim, we exchange information about different issues on regular basis.
Similarly, a male household in Awo village in Irob district adds that:
…I do not have mobile phones or radio but enquire people for information. In turn, 
they ask me if there is anything, I know or heard. …this makes it easier for us to 
obtain information from each other as we are in regular contact.
The above views from respondents emphasise that people in rural areas rely on each other and their 
regular contacts inquiring them what they have seen and heard on regular basis. Due to this, various 
messages are communicated through social networks and social interaction. Social interaction ties 
among people are cost-effective to share knowledge, the more these social interactions build, the 
greater the intensity, frequency, and breadth of the knowledge exchanged (Yli‐Renko et al., 2001). 
However, with the advent of radio and mobile phones to some of the rural villages in eastern 
Tigray, it is vital to identify whether these communication channels can surpass orality to facilitate 
the communication flow in rural areas. Compared to other modern media forms such as TV or 
newspapers, radio is arguably the most appropriate medium of communication to address rural 
development programs. Girard (2003, p.7) argues that “…radio speaks in the language and with the 
accent of its community… reflects local interests and it can make important contributions to both 
the heritage and the development of the cultures, economies and communities that surround it.”
Results show that in rural areas in eastern Tigray there are individuals who own radio and mobile 
phones. But they are not using their mobile phones to generate new information about food security 
programs. Instead, they simply use them to call to their family members and other familiar contacts. 
This is consistent with other studies undertaken in selected areas in Ethiopia to ascertain the 
practices of mobile phones among agrarian farmers for new agricultural information (Matous et al.,
2014). However, this contradicts with other studies supporting the adoption of mobile phones to 
alleviate rural poverty in Africa (Albu & Scott, 2001; McNamara, 2003; Donner, 2008; Duncombe 
& Heeks, 2002; Hudson, 2006; Obijiofor, 2015; Juma, 2010). Different studies countries have 
revealed that affordability to own mobile phones remains one of the major challenges for people in 
developing countries (Overå, 2008; Srivastava, 2008; Brinkman et al., 2009; Donner, 2008). Studies 
in Sudan, for instance, show that people aspiring to own mobile phones endured with financial 
liability (Brinkman et al., 2009). In Irob and Gulomekeda districts, there is no a clear evidence to
show whether the lack of interest of rural people towards mobile phones is related to affordability or 
other factors. Affordability and ownership of mobile phones are not the focus of this study. About
the pertinence of messages through mobile phones, the study findings show that information 
through mobile phones in rural villages in eastern Tigray is perceived as untrustworthy.
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The unreliability of messages through radios and mobile phones is related to the long-established 
orality of the people, which is understood as credible, accessible and comprehendible to them. 
Results show that a dearth of credibility to messages through mobile phones is related to the fact 
that rural people cannot verify the source of messages. This shows that rural people might have 
limited knowledge and interest towards ICTs or they may become sceptical about their applicability 
to the already established oral culture. This is consistent with Selwyn (2003, p.108 cited in 
Obijiofor, 2015, p.23) who enquires that ‘if one of the perceived benefits of using ICT is “to 
increase a sense of community”, “trust”, and “interaction” between people-why would people 
already established and “strong” in these areas, necessarily turn to ICT over and above their already 
successful sources of community interaction?’ Besides, the economic benefits of mobile telephony 
are not always easy to disentangle from social uses and users’ prior social networks (Donner, 2009 
Horst & Miller, 2005; Matous et al., 2012; Plant, 2001). With regards to people’s lack of interest 
towards radio and mobile phone messages, a community elder in Garangoira village in Irob district 
raised the commonly articulated that ‘what news did you receive from your liar radio or mobile 
phone?’ In a related view, a female household in Magauma village in Irob district relates mobile 
phones with deceptive messages as:
…last time, there was a call to our neighbour’s mobile phone from an unknown 
location declaring the passing away of a relative. Later, we realised that it was 
untruthful information. … it was so scary to receive messages of this type that can 
affect the whole family and the community.
The above views about messages through radio and mobile phones in rural areas in eastern Tigray 
can be related to the tightly controlled freedom of speech in Ethiopia. Internews (2011) report is the 
only source I found about the Ethiopian media landscape. This report provides an overview of the 
Ethiopia Media and Telecoms Landscape. While the report highlights TV as the main source of 
information for main cities, it also specifies radio as the source of news and information for rural 
areas. Also, it acknowledges the popularity of words of mouth among rural people. The Ethiopian 
state media is controlled by the government limiting people’s right to information. The country has 
one national TV station, one national radio, and a number of FM radio stations in the capital Addis 
Ababa and other regional cities. These stations mostly glorify the good governance, transparency,
and achievements of the government despite the widespread corruption and inefficiency in the 
country. Most of the programs through these media channels except the national radio may not 
reach rural audiences such as in the eastern Tigray. Nevertheless, what is coming through these 
channels might not necessarily be perceived as noteworthy to people as these stations hardly focus 
on the needs and priorities of the poor. Besides, there are only a few private media houses whose
programs are continually scrutinised by the government. 
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Several human rights organisations blame the country for its strictly controlled freedom of 
expression.24 The Ethiopian Telecommunications Corporation (ETC) is the only telecom service 
provider in the country controlled by the government. Despite the government’s plans to expand 
telecom services across the country, ETC does not cover most of the rural areas such as the eastern 
Tigray. Besides, it is widely believed that the government monitors internet usage by individuals on 
security grounds (Internews, 2011). Different studies have shown the role of ICTs for development 
in developing countries (Hudson, 2006, Donner, 2009; Obijiofor, 1998; 2015; Aker &Mbiti, 2010).
But the success of ICTs for development depends on the investment of telecommunications
infrastructure and transparent working systems of countries. Studies have shown that the growth of 
telecommunications infrastructure and the liberalisation of communication regimes have 
contributed to an increased economic activity and poverty alleviation (Stone, 1991; Hosman, Fife & 
Armey, 2008; Dasgupta, Lall, & Wheeler, 2005). Based on Mansell and When (1998), there are two 
basic requirements essential for any country or organisation to exploit the potential of ICTs for 
development. First, a network infrastructure must be available. Secondly, the capacity to create and 
administer an enabling environment must exist. In Ethiopia, both poor infrastructure and the
government’s strict regulatory systems of the telecom sector seem to have limited the roles of ICTs 
for rural development.
Thus, despite the advent of mobile phones and radios to some of the rural villages in eastern Tigray, 
it seems that people prefer their oral communication forms to these channels. Results show that
people in Irob district call themselves ‘Irob Marconi’ unfolding themselves to Guglielmo Marconi,
who invented a long-distance radio transmission.25 This is associated with the fact that the Irob 
people themselves are sources of information and they believe that no other communication forms 
can supplant their existing oral communication forms such as Warsim. Warsim literally means to 
enquire and/or inform someone about what is happening or going to happen to the person
individuals come across by saying ‘Wareh ayim litinni/tanne?’ literally, it means, what news do you 
have or heard? Results show that ‘Warsim’ is one of the most widely and commonly practiced
forms of information exchange among rural people. Regardless of the recurrent uses of Warsim,
information from a single source is not accepted without further cross-checking it from multiple 
sources. This is consistent with the findings of Gulilat (2006) who studied ‘the potential of ‘Dagu’ 
(an indigenous communication) to HIV/AIDS prevention among the Afar people in Ethiopia.’ In his 
study, Gulilat elucidated that the Afar people enquire each other through ‘Dagu’ using “What have 
your ears heard?” or “what have your eyes observed?” The Afar people cross-check the accuracy of 
                                                            
24 See http://humanrightshouse.org/Articles/14702.html.
25 See http://www.history.com/topics/inventions/guglielmo-marconi.
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‘Dagu’ news from multiple sources. The fact verification mechanism for Afar people is through
‘Who told you, who told the person who told you?’ (ibid).
In spite of male dominance in most walks of rural life in eastern Tigray, results in both districts 
show that there are not any existing hierarchies that affect practicing Warsim. Warsim is practiced 
by individuals irrespective of their gender, age or social status and continues as the most regularly 
practiced forms of communication among rural people. Results show that in both districts, females 
regularly practice Warsim like their male counterparts. They can initiate ideas and speak to 
individuals within the social system and also engage in detailed discussion about issues raised by 
others. This however contradicts with the practices of Dagu among the Afar people in that Dagu is 
dominated by males than their female counterparts (Gulilat, 2006). In Irob, there is a saying ‘Irob 
Birsin.’ 26 This implies that all Irobs are equal irrespective of their age, gender and social status. 
Equality among Irobs comes from the fact that Irobs are referred to as ‘Adoha Irob’ or the three 
Irobs, belonging to the same genealogical ancestor called ‘Sume’.27 The genealogical sameness for
Irobs embodies mutual respect and openness among them, which in turn strengthens their social 
networks. But the genealogical sameness does not apply to the people in Gulomekeda district. There 
is no a clear evidence whether being members of a different tribe can affect the practices of Warsim
and their social networks. Social networks are supported by social, religious, and kinship ties that 
strengthen familiarity of people in specific locations. In practicing Warsim, familiarity of 
individuals plays a key role to easily transfer messages to the next person.
Overall, Warsim as a form of information exchange among rural people does not only facilitate 
people’s interaction but also it helps them to obtain up-to-date information about different issues 
affecting their lives. This suggests that Warsim can also be used to convey food security messages 
as it is regularly practiced by individuals across all segments of the population. Results show that
development agents and communication officers recognise the use of Warsim and other forms of 
oral communication to convey rural development messages. Based on this view, a development 
agent in Irob district states that: 
I believe that oral communication forms would help a lot in achieving food security 
programs in our area. We use them sometime such as in Voluntary Water and Soil 
Conservation Programs. …in these programs, we use flute and traditional songs to 
                                                            
26Irob Birsin as a term was coined by a community elder called ‘Ke’emat Sifare’ in response to the Italian invaders who 
crossed the border from Eritrea. Italians approached him to help them convince his fellow Irobs as one of the 
knowledgeable and respected community elders in the district. However, he refused their enquiry by telling them that 
all Irobs are equal and it is up to them to decide about it.
27Sume had three sons residing in three areas in the district. They are, ‘Muknaitiaa’re,’ who reside in Central areas of 
the district, ‘Adgadiaa’re’, in northern areas to the district, border to Eritrea and the ‘Hasaballa’ in the remote eastern 
areas of the district.
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motivate communities and promote their participation. At those times, we observed 
that people were more interested …and extra work was accomplished within 
limited time compared to other times. However, I do not know how we can use them 
on continuous basis. If we can use them, they are effective.
Similarly, the Tigray Regional State Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) Communication and 
Promotion Officer adds that:
As a communication expert, I strongly believe that messages through oral 
communication forms can easily reach the majority within limited time and have 
the potential to mobilise them to development programs. Nevertheless, employing 
them for development programs is challenging as these communication forms are 
not included in the rural development policy documents.
Based on the above views, we can argue that despite recognising the potential of oral 
communication forms to convey food security messages, both the development agent and the PSNP 
Communication and Promotion Officer indicated that oral communication forms are not included in 
food security communication strategies. The reason both mentioned is that the regional food 
security program implementation manuals do not include local communication as strategies for food 
security programs. Results show that food security Program Implementation Manuals are developed 
in collaboration with donors like WFP and UNDP who do not understand the rural context such as
the eastern Tigray. But as these documents lack to acknowledge the knowledge and skills of rural 
people, employing them as guide to implement rural food security programs can be intricate both in 
terms of viability and context specificity concerning rural people in the eastern Tigray. Moemeka 
(2000, p.4) contends that the success of social change in a given context depends on the “knowledge 
of the socio-cultural and structural environments of the target social system.” However, the lack of 
understanding the context would neither ‘take the people into confidence; nor attempt to learn from 
them’ (ibid); implying that the “problems of communities can never be isolated nor understood 
without first understanding their context” (Maser, 1997, p.92). The next section discusses the 
communication traditions in the existing social structure in eastern Tigray.
5.2.2 Communication traditions in the existing social structure
Besides to oral communication forms discussed in previous sections, results show that there are 
public meetings to address various issues in rural areas in eastern Tigray. The term public meeting 
broadly describes any organised social gathering of three or more people, open to any person to 
attend often for the purposes of discussing issues, providing information, reviewing projects, and 
seeking input among others (McComas, Besley & Trumbo, 2006; Adams, 2004; McComas, 2003b). 
About rural meetings, Obijiofor (1998, p.165) citing Armstrong (1979) argues that: 
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The emphasis on meetings means that the art of rhetoric is highly developed in a 
great many African societies and languages: the art and practice of speaking in 
public to persuade, to organize support for a political group, to make a complaint, 
to make a defence, to make peace, to present a group interest in a large body…to 
express a group’s feelings of joy or sorrow or fervour or sociability, to invoke 
ancestral spirits, to pray.
Based on McComas (2003a), public meetings are categorised into voluntary public meetings and 
government-sponsored public meetings. Voluntary meetings are informal in nature and are held
based on the willingness of individuals. However, government-sponsored public meetings are more 
formal and attendance of participants remains compulsory (ibid). Results show that voluntary public 
meetings or customary meetings in eastern Tigray have been in use from the time immemorial and 
remain effective to discuss various community issues that require collective decision-making. 
Customary meetings locally called ‘Agle’ in Saho or ‘Akebba’ in Tigrigna languages are initiated 
by community elders who are highly respected by their respective community members and are 
given the authority to decide on issues of priority concern.28 Myers (1986) sees the reason why 
individuals chosen to speak on behalf of their members as:
One important result of the restriction on who can speak is in symbolic action: it 
produces in every event, a tangible representation of the social order as consisting 
of those who speak and those who listen. This image identifies initiated older men 
with knowledge and sociality (p. 440).
This study focuses only on government-sponsored public meetings employed as food security
communication strategies in eastern Tigray. There is no a clear evidence about how and when 
government-sponsored public meetings have begun in rural areas in eastern Tigray. But with the 
beginning of the TPLF struggle, the party used public meetings to advocate its political ideology.
After they came to power in 1991, public meetings became frequent and continued as a primary
form of communication to reach to rural people for political purposes and development programs. 
The reason to heavily rely on public meetings by the government is related to the perception that 
public meetings can help people to discuss their issues in common and in an openly manner. In 
relation to this, the Head of the Office of Agriculture and Rural Development in Irob district 
accentuates that “the government’s direction is to hold regular meetings at every level in the 
district. This is how we can implement rural development plans as we need to reach each farmer.”
But prior to analysing the potential of public meetings for food security communication in eastern 
Tigray, it is important to look into the Tigray Regional State Bureau of Agriculture and Rural 
Development to understand what kind of people work there, how they recognise communication, 
                                                            
28 Community elders in eastern Tigray, locally called ‘Makaabon’ in Saho or ‘Felatat’ in Tigrigna meaning-
knowledgeable people are taken as the source of language, culture and history of the society. They are responsible to 
transfer their knowledge to the next generation and are highly respected by their respective community members.
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what other communication interventions they are working on among others. As one of the 
government offices under the Tigray Regional State, this office is responsible to proclaim
agricultural policies, oversee implementation of policies, undertake research and disseminate 
knowledge, organise workshops, and provide trainings among others.
With regards to staff composition, except some support staff members from Accounting, 
Management, Literature, and ICT background, most of the staff members in the Bureau are from 
agriculture discipline. My interviewees in the food security department were also outside of the 
communication discipline. In the interview session, I asked members of this department whether 
there is a department of communication in the Bureau, and their understanding of communication 
for food security programs. All of the interviewees expressed that communication can have a 
significant role to convey food security communication and related rural development programs.
But they indicated that there is no department of communication in relation to food security 
programs or other programs the Bureau is undertaking. Concerning other communication 
intervention programs of the Bureau, the Tigray regional Public Safety Net Program (PSNP)
Communication and Promotion Officer (who largely works on promotional duties) indicated that 
the Bureau uses pamphlets, brochures, publish news stories on selected government newspapers, 
and sometimes uses radio to broadcast their programs. However, the officer indicated that the 
Bureau does not have any systems in place to follow-up to what levels the pamphlets, brochures,
and newspapers reach to their readers. Additionally, the officer explained that they have not 
undertaken any research to assess the effectiveness of these communication interventions in 
informing and educating the public. But it can be argued that these communication intervention 
programs in general might not be helpful to inform and educate people in rural areas such as the 
eastern Tigray.
In eastern Tigray, public meetings with rural households are organised through the ‘Wudabe’
system. Wudabe refers to the associations of people based on their age and gender established for
political motives of the government. Studies show that in Tigray Peoples Liberation Front (TPLF)
controlled sub-districts in the region, separate associations for women, men, and young people were 
established to raise consciousness about the TPLF’s ideology and policies (Vaughan & Tronvoll, 
2003; Young, 2006). Thus, Wudabe as a system is associated with the government’s propaganda to
maintain its political ideology and solidarity. Based on this, it is a requirement for individuals to 
become assigned to their respective Wudabe groups except for the elderly and children. A
development agent in Gulomekeda district equates Wudabe with a collective power of the people 
and states that “…if people join the Wudabe, it gives them opportunities to enlighten their concerns 
collectively.”
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Equally, the Head of Food Security Office in Gulomekeda district contends that “…assigning 
community members into different Wudabe groups help us to reach the majority of the people 
through their respective Wudabe leaders, who communicate to their fellow members.” A
development agent in Irob district also adds that “…whenever we have any agenda we want to 
communicate to people, we contact to the Wudabe leaders. …they inform each of their members to 
attend the meeting.” Wudabe leaders are different from opinion leaders. They are given the
leadership roles for their active participation in the government’s political system as registered 
members of the ruling party. Their role is to facilitate the communication between the Wudabe 
groups (the people) and the government representatives. Wudabe leaders are blamed for their 
curiosity to promote the government’ propaganda and glorify its rural development policies rather 
than addressing the socio-economic problems of the people. Under each Wudabe, there are ‘Gujule 
Lim’aat’ groups also called farmer development groups, who are responsible to mobilise their 
fellow members to development programs. Segers et al. (2009) state that the role of farmer 
development groups is to improve the transfer of knowledge on modern agricultural techniques and 
technologies to and among farmers through a small number of trained contact farmers. However, 
results in this study show that both the Gujule Lim’aat and Wudabe leaders do not mostly get 
formal trainings in relation to modern agricultural techniques and new technologies. Instead, they 
might have exposures to experience sharing across different zones and villages in the region. Rural 
households also get the opportunity to participate in field visits to learn from the works of model 
farmers.29
Despite this, rural people are uncertain about the relevance of these visits to support their 
endeavours to alleviate food insecurity. In relation to this view, a female household interviewee in 
Magauma village, Irob district states that “we make visits to different places including to the 
smallholdings of model farmers. However, personally, I do not have anything out of it. …neither do 
my friends.” Indeed, sharing experiences from fellow members can help individuals learn from each 
other. But it is clear that good experience elsewhere might not necessarily and equally be applied in 
a different development setting. Thus, putting knowledge in context remains vital. Nonaka et al. 
(2000a, p. 8) argue that ‘‘knowledge creating processes are necessarily context-specific, in terms of 
who participates and how they participate in the process.” Results further show that rural people in 
eastern Tigray do not trust the Gujule Lim’aat and Wudabe leaders. A male household interviewee 
in Aiga village in Irob district reveals the following saying “You, deceitful member of the ruling 
                                                            
29 Model farmers are those individuals who have actively participated in different food security packages to diversify 
their income sources and are recognised by their respective district and regional leaders as model farmers who have 
achieved the government’s policies of rural poverty eradication. As a result, they are taken as models to their fellow 
farmers, which the government believes that individuals can learn from them. 
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party, what do you want to tell us again?” As stated above, the mistrust and criticism emanates 
from the fact that the Wudabe and the Gujule Lim’aat leaders are not working to address the needs 
of communities but largely focus on the propaganda of the government. But the criticisms and 
uncertainties are not only to individuals but also to the overall systems of administration in the 
districts. It is related to incompetency, lack of transparency, and the widespread corruption leading 
to inequality and social injustice. These uncertainties affect mutual understanding between rural 
people, development agents, and the government representatives in the district. Frison et al. (2011) 
argue that a lack of trust may discourage stakeholders from collaborating with institutions that may 
affect the success of the intended development programs. Maser (1997, pp.115-116) identifies the 
following factors that leaders should recognise to create conducive environment for participative 
development. These include (1) respect for one another; (2) understanding and accepting that what 
people believe precedes policy and practice; (3) agreement on the rights of participation in and 
access to the planning process; (4) understanding that most people work as volunteers and need 
personal covenants, not legal contracts; (5) understanding that relationships count more than 
structure because people-not-structures-build trust; and (6) protecting the process against capture by 
self-serving financial interests. The next section presents the potential and limitations of the current 
food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray.
5.2.3 Potential and limitations of the food security communication strategies
Different scholars have argued that communication forms the basis for a planned social change, 
materialising as the subject of development communication in theorising, research, and practice 
(Thomas & van de Fliert, 2015; Shah, 2011; Dutta, 2011, Servaes, 1999; Mefalopulos, 2008). 
Despite such a role for social change, communication strategies are not contextualised from the start 
in development settings and have been given limited attention in most of the rural development 
programs. Based on Balit (2012), the reality for this is that there is still confusion and lack of 
understanding within development agencies of what communication for development is all about. 
This suggests the difficulties to mainstream communication for development within institutions that 
have a wide set of agendas. Irrespective of the confusions within different development agencies 
and practitioners, different scholars, practitioners, and organisations have acknowledged the vital
role of communication for development, who in common believed that communication should be 
harnessed for development to involve and give voice to people at all levels (UNFPA, 2001; WCCD,
2006; UNESCO, 2007; World Bank, 2007; McCall, 2011; Dagron, 2003, 2009; Servaes, 2003, 
2007; Quarry & Ramirez, 2009; Servaes & Malikhao, 2004, Mefalopulos, 2008). Based on this, 
communication for development is associated with seeking change at different levels including 
“listening, building trust, sharing knowledge and skills, building policies, debating and learning for 
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sustained and meaningful change” (Dagron, 2009, p.6). Communication for development is also 
equated with stakeholders’ participation to meaningfully exercise their power in decision-making to 
address their needs and priorities (Huesca, 2008; Dutta, 2011; Cornwall, 2008; Carpentier, 2011, 
Arnstein, 1969; Servaes, 1999). Stakeholder participation becomes vital as it may increase public 
trust in decisions and civil society, if participatory processes are perceived to be transparent and 
consider conflicting claims and views (Richards et al., 2004). It is a key input and the result of 
communication process, that is, conceived as horizontal and democratic to strengthen collective 
voices (Dagron, 2006). Development agents in eastern Tigray believe that food security programs 
are effectively communicated and people’s participation has always been recognised. However,
results show that people’s knowledge and skills in relation to the current food security programs are 
rarely acknowledged, which leaves them as end users rather than main actors in the development 
processes.
As discussed in section 5.2.2, there are no clearly stated food security communication strategies but
food security programs are communicated through regular public meetings. Studies have shown that 
public meetings can play a vital role to provide opportunities for participants so that they can 
achieve their political goals and thereby enhancing governmental accountability and responsiveness 
(Adams, 2004; McComas, 2001a; 2003b). Other studies have also shown the usefulness of public 
meetings due to their openness to the public and agencies, to presumably reach a wide audience 
with key information while simultaneously accessing a varied range of knowledge and experience 
(McComas, Besley & Trumbo, 2006). Development agents in eastern Tigray also believe that 
public meetings provide opportunities to attain many participants at a time. In support of this view, 
a development agent from Gulomekeda district states that: 
We organise public meetings regularly and most people attend them. …meetings 
help us to obtain many participants from each Wudabe whom we might not reach 
without meetings. …hence, I believe that if we can use them effectively, meetings 
are important strategies to reach the majority of our people in rural areas.
McComas (2001a) citing Sinclair (1977) argues that public meetings may seem relatively quick, 
simple, and of low-cost to involve the public or to collect information for decision-making. Other 
studies found that public meetings provide forums for organisations and their publics to engage in 
meaningful, open discussion about related interests (Adams, 2004; McComas, 2001b). Related 
studies have also shown that people have varied reasons to attend meetings. Adams (2004) states 
that some people may attend public meetings to criticise elected officials, show support for 
particular policies, or offer support to other community members. McComas (2003a) found that 
people believed public meetings to learn how other people in their community felt about the issue.
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Based on these views, it is challenging to identify the exact reasons why people attend public 
meetings. Also, it is not a guarantee to conclude that many participants attending a specific public 
meeting would have a consensus on the agenda of the day. Besides, public meetings are mostly lack
representativeness of attendees (McComas, 2001a). Studies have shown that representativeness is a 
key criterion to evaluate fairness in decision-making (Renn, Webler & Kastenholz, 1996; Renn, 
Webler & Wiedemann, 1995). Results in eastern Tigray show that decisions in public meetings are 
made on the basis of quorum that affects representativeness of participants. A female household in 
Fireselam village in Gulomekeda district states that “they ask us if we have understood what is 
addressed in the meeting. But they never encouraged us to forward our suggestions on the 
feasibility of some of the food security packages in our area.” A male household from Gradender 
village in Gulomekeda district also adds that “there is nothing we are benefiting from the meeting
but simply a waste of time.” These views are consistent with related studies which found that 
participation in meetings may not influence the decisions already been made by government 
officials (McComas, Besley, & Trumbo, 2006; Molutsi & Holm, 1990; McComas, 2003c). About
the importance of being heard in public meetings, Myers (1986) states that:
Demonstrating the right to be heard seems very close to what participants in 
meetings perceive as important. They often seem less concerned with particular 
outcome than they are with taking part in its production. …such demonstrations are 
the real protection of their status. Common features of speech at meeting, the 
repetition of what has already been said and the concern to be the one who phrases 
shared sentiments-make sense in this sight (p.440).
Therefore, beyond undertaking frequent public meetings and talking to people, it requires to deeply 
examining people’s self-perceptions and aspirations. Similarly, Moemeka (2000) states that:
The development agent must talk with the people, that is, have direct dialogue with 
them about their environment, their aspirations, expectations, their strengths, and 
weaknesses before sufficient information relevant to their needs and aspirations 
can become evident (p.7). 
Public meetings as viewed by rural people in eastern Tigray are not operating in a way rural people 
expect them to be. Rural people are familiar with customary meetings that are democratic and 
participatory in nature. In contrast, public meetings are dominated by the views of experts and 
government representatives. Consequently, rural people believed that the time they spent in public 
meetings is unproductive to them. This is consistent with the arguments of Myers (1986, p.440) 
who contends that “people are more concerned with the recognition of their autonomy as the right 
to be consulted and the expectation of being heard.” Public meetings are criticised for their 
regularly used rigid formats, adversarial seating arrangements, and overly technical presentations 
(Richardson, Sherman & Gismondi, 1993).
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Above all, public meetings are dominated by the views and interest of a few. Kratz (1983), for 
instance, reviewed rural meetings in African countries (also called the ‘palavers’) and concludes 
that the extent of discussion and participation in rural meetings varies. In relation to the Kenyan 
Palaver, she notes that while meetings sometimes are said to be open to all, sometimes women are 
explicitly excluded or intended to perform support tasks. Kratz further indicates that the ‘Palaver in 
Ethiopia’ as a more successful treatment of a similar problem. Molutsi and Holm (1990) examining
the ‘Kgotla’ in Botswana (a venue for meeting for political participation) found that the chief of the 
meeting being accompanied by his advisors and relatives who often sets agenda of the meetings. 
They found that neither opposition to the proposed agenda nor comments are appreciated at the 
meetings. Molutsi and Holm further indicated that people lack opportunities to express their voice, 
particularly women are mostly excluded. In a related reflection concerning public meetings held 
between members of the Aboriginal Council of Papunya and Pintupi Aborigines in Australia, Myers 
(1986) concludes that Pintupi meetings rarely resulted in decisions or plans for concerted action. 
These findings from different scholars are consistent with the study findings in eastern Tigray. 
Thus, it can be argued that public meetings in rural areas in eastern Tigray are not effective enough 
to convey food security messages. One of the limitations of public meetings is that participants have 
a difficult time trusting public officials (Webler & Renn, 1995). Based on this, the success of public 
meetings as forms of communication remains somewhat in question (McComas, 2003). The next 
section presents the communication strategies in food security programs in eastern Tigray.
5.3 Communication strategies in food security programs in eastern Tigray
5.3.1 Strategy design
In eastern Tigray, food security as a program is administered by the Office of Agriculture and Rural 
Development in both districts. This office hires development agents who work with rural people in
sub-districts and villages to provide them with technical support about implementation procedures 
of the food security programs (section 1.2). Besides, this office is responsible to deliver food 
security packages to rural households who participate in the packages through either direct 
purchases or loans. A development agent in Irob district accentuates the importance of taking part in 
food security packages as “the only way we can ensure food security in our areas is to follow the 
government’s rural policy direction and participate in food security packages.” Similarly, the Head 
of Rural Food Security programs in Irob district argues that “our plan about food security programs 
in our district is to encourage people to actively participate in the food security packages.” 
Therefore, with high priorities to encourage households to participate in these programs, it is 
important to identify the procedures attained in relation to the food security packages and the 
strategies involved to reach rural households. Some of them are: what is the role of rural people in 
102
the strategy design of the current food security packages? How are the food security packages 
distributed? How informed are rural people to make choices about the specific food security 
packages? What is the level of package availability based on individual packages preferences?
Participation of people in the strategy design remains important as “it helps to secure the ownership 
and commitment of the communities involved” (Tufte & Mefalopulos, 2009, p. 6). Results in 
eastern Tigray show that people are given limited roles in the strategy design of the food security 
packages. This suggests that the main role of public meetings is to inform households rather than 
encourage them to actively participate in the strategy design of the food security programs. Due to 
this, public meetings are taken as the “least understood methods of public participation in 
community planning” (McComas, 2001, p.36). With regards to the lack of participation in the 
strategy design of the food security packages, a male household from Mainegest village in 
Gulomekeda district states that “we understand that most of the packages are supportive but it 
would have been effective if we discuss together and identify their weaknesses and strengths.”
Similarly, a male household from Awo Village in Irob district states that “…whenever we raise our 
concerns about the packages in the meeting, we are considered as if we oppose to their plans.” The
above views highlight the limited roles of people in the strategy design of the current food security 
programs. This is in line with other studies about the impediments of public meetings affecting 
people’s wishes to take part in decision-making processes (McComas, Besley & Trumbo, 2006).
My fieldwork experience about food security related public meetings in eastern Tigray was that
meetings are not entirely organised for food security packages. Rather, food security packages are
communicated in meetings held for the government’s political programs. In public meetings, rural
people were only informed about available packages ready for distribution irrespective of individual 
package preferences. The next step was casting votes to identify who wants to participate in the 
packages. Nevertheless, there were no votes against even if there were participants who did not
vote. Only a few of the participants expressed their views. Others were echoing the views of 
government representatives rather than personal opinions about the viability of the food security 
packages. Thus, the role of attendees in these meeting was merely to confirm the decisions already 
been made by the government. In such cases, people’s participation is viewed from what Tufte and
Mefalopulos (2009, p.6) call it as “passive participation…where people’s participation is assessed 
through methods like head counting and contribution to the discussion (sometimes referred to as 
participation by information).” Based on Arnstein’s (1969, p.5) ‘Ladder of Citizen Participation’,
this above approach constitutes ‘informing,’ in that “people have little opportunity to influence the 
program designed for their benefit.” This confirms that public meetings as food security 
communication strategies in eastern Tigray are not inclusive but notably top-down in nature, which
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focus merely on information dissemination (Mefalopulos, 2008). This is one-directional information 
dissemination and does not mean that people are being effectively communicated to but they are 
simply exposed to “information dumping” (Moemeka, 2000, p.9). Results in this study further show 
that despite the government’s belief about the viability of all of the food security packages across
sub-districts in eastern Tigray, rural households have differing package preferences. In relation to 
this, a female household in Miebale village in Gulomekeda district states that “based on the 
resources I have, I prefer to participate in Poultry but the supply is quite limited. We have to wait 
up to 3 to 6 months to get them.” Similarly, a male household from Daya village in Irob states that 
“I believe that small ruminants are more appropriate to me compared to other packages but it takes 
longer even if most of us express interests.” Despite supply shortages to some of the food security 
packages such as Poultry or Small ruminants, other packages such as fertilizers are mostly available
and are distributed twice a year. The focus on fertilizers in eastern Tigray or other rural areas in the 
country is based on the government’s policies to promote agricultural productivity through modern 
technology and other inputs. With this view, the Ethiopian government purchases fertilizers from 
abroad and distributes them to farmers in each district. As a result, for each household, purchasing 
fertilizers is compulsory often in quotas irrespective of his/her interest, farm size, or any other 
factors such as financial. Fertilizers are distributed mostly 100 kg/year to each household. But rural 
people have mixed views about its applicability. Households believe that fertilizers are useful to 
them but only in rainy seasons. In support of this view, a male household in Mainegest village in 
Gulomekeda district states that: 
In rainy seasons, no doubt fertilizers can help to improve agricultural productivity. 
But if there is no sufficient rain, it does nothing to agricultural productivity. …from 
experience, we know this and we know that we only get seasonal rainfall. Thus, our 
idea is to increase fertilizers uptakes during rainy seasons and not to take the same 
quota each time.
Equally, a male household in Dawhan village in Irob district explains that “fertilizers are highly 
productive when there is irrigable land. Apart from that, I do not think they are applicable to other 
farms, particularly in the lowlands.” A female household in Magauma village also states that:
Some of the packages are useful to support food security but not all. ...however, 
they want us to participate in each of them. For instance, how can a person who 
does not have a plot of land is forced to buy fertilizers with such a lot of money? 
…this is what we are experiencing. However, if we oppose their plans, there are 
many consequences. We do not want to face them and we accept their schemes.
A female household from Gradender village in Gulomekeda district adds that “…the situation with 
fertilizers is becoming a real concern to us. We are intimidated to take them or considered as 
opposing the development policy of the government.” These views suggest the politicisation of 
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local development in that rural people are enforced to participate in fertilizers or otherwise 
perceived as opposing the government’s plans to alleviate rural poverty and food insecurity. But 
rural people do not have options except to accept the ready-made plans of the government. The
limited interest of rural people towards fertilizers in eastern Tigray contradicts with studies 
undertaken in Tigray region who found that “households with adult labour force positively affect 
the likelihood of taking part in fertilizer adoption” (Bhatta & Fanta, p. 36). Other studies have 
shown that the limited adoption of fertilizers in Ethiopia has been attributed to both the supply and 
demand side constraints (Croppenstedt et al., 2003; Feleke & Zegeye, 2006; Gebremedhin, Jaleta 
& Hoekstra, 2009). In eastern Tigray despite high levels of supply, people are skeptical about the 
applicability of fertilizers to their farms. Nonetheless, the emphasis on of fertilizer distributions to 
households is about reporting the number of sales rather than what households have benefited from 
purchasing fertilizers. Concerning people’s criticism about fertilizers, a development agent in Irob 
district states that “we understand that sometimes people are unwilling to participate in some 
packages but it is part of the rural development policies and we strongly advise them to actively 
participate in the packages.” This remarks that food security package distributions in eastern 
Tigray are impositions rather than on the preferences of households. Thus, it can be argued that
fertilizers in eastern Tigray are causing frustrations to rural households rather than a solution to 
their food insecurity. 
As discussed in section 2.2, the Ethiopian government has introduced Agriculture Development-
Led Industrialisation to alleviate poverty and promote industrialisation in the country. To promote 
agricultural development/ industrialization in the country, the government’s policy focused on the 
adoption of technological inputs such as fertilizers. As discussed in previous sections, rural people 
in eastern Tigray do not entirely devalue the significance of fertilizers to improve agricultural 
productivity. But they believed that the recurring and quota-based purchases of fertilizers are
affecting individual households in many ways. First, fertilizers are imported inputs and it is 
compulsory for individual households to purchase them (mostly twice a year), which is an 
economic burden to rural households. Secondly, even if fertilizers are anticipated to augment
agricultural productivity and alleviate rural food insecurity, a number of rural people especially
female households do not have farms (section 2.4) to apply fertilizers. Distributions of fertilizers 
however are made on quota basis regardless of land ownership or farm sizes of households. 
Thirdly, rural people believe that productivity of farms with fertilizers depends on the amount of 
seasonal rainfall. But the Tigray region is characterised by erratic rainfall (section 2.3), which 
limits agricultural productivity irrespective of purchasing fertilizers. These are some of the reasons 
that constrain rural people’s interest to purchase fertilizers. To alleviate the above-mentioned 
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challenges incurred due to fertilizers, rural people have proposed the following alternative 
approaches in relation to fertilizer uptakes. First, distribution of fertilizers should be subject to the 
geographic location of farms, that is, highland farms need more fertilizers than lowland farms. 
Secondly, fertilizer distributions should be made only on rainy seasons so that households can take 
more quotas. Thirdly, distribution of fertilizers should be based on individual farm sizes rather 
than on fixed quota basis. Fourthly, there are households who cannot afford to purchase fertilizers. 
So, they should be given options instead of being forced to purchase fertilizers. Evidence shows 
that “…achieving sustainable agricultural development is less based on material inputs (e.g., seeds 
and fertilizers) than on the people involved in their use” (Del Castello & Braun, 2006, p.1). 
Overall, the findings of this study show that rural people are not encouraged to participate in the 
strategy design about the types and nature of food security packages. As a result, there exist a 
discrepancy between people’s expectations and the way food security programs are undertaken in 
Irob and Gulomekeda districts. This has limited options for rural people and has undermined their
morale to actively participate in food security packages to alleviate food insecurity. Several studies 
in Tigray have shown that most of the rural development programs in the region have failed to 
materialise due to lack of meaningful participation of rural households (Segers et al., 2008; Seleshi 
et al., 2005; Woldeamlak, 2007; Yohannes, 2004). The lack of opportunities in decision-making
results from power inequalities in that disempowered people have extremely limited options to 
participate and make their own choices (Dagron, 2009; Chitnis, 2005; Melkote & Steeves, 2001; 
Servaes, 1999; Huesca, 2008; Tufte & Mefalopulos, 2009; Arnstein, 1969). To understand better 
what the food security programs try to achieve, the next section analyses the strategy 
implementation of the food security programs in eastern Tigray.
5.3.2 Strategy implementation
Tufte and Mefalopulos (2009, p.6) argue that stakeholders’ participation in the strategy 
implementation stage enhances the “success of the intended intervention as it increases 
commitment, relevance and sustainability.” Similarly, Richards et al. (2004) accentuate that 
stakeholder participation can promote public trust in decisions and civil society if participatory 
processes are perceived to be transparent. In spite of the importance of stakeholder participation in 
the strategy implementation, results in eastern Tigray show that there are different factors affecting 
participation of rural people in the strategy implementation of the food security programs. First, 
results show that public meetings for food security programs focus on persuasive communication
that limits feedback from participants. Secondly, rural people in eastern Tigray lack interest towards
public meetings and do not believe that public meetings can address their food security problems
(section 5.2.2). Kelshaw and Gastil (2007, p.9) argue that the perceptions and expectations meeting 
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attendees bring with them to a public meeting “shape the way that public meetings play out, in 
terms of both process and products.” Other studies have shown that people may choose not to attend 
meetings because of “participant fatigue” brought on by several months, or even years, of attending 
public meetings and thinking about these issues (McComas, Besley, & Trumbo, 2006, p. 676). The 
third factor that affects strategy implementation for food security programs in eastern Tigray is the
lack of qualified development agents for each of the food security packages. Results show that there 
are high turnover levels of development agents in both districts. As a result, it is becoming
challenging to get competent development agents. In a related view, the Head of the Agriculture 
and Rural Development Office in Irob district, for instance, states that “…food security packages 
like animal husbandry and bee keeping can help in our district. However, for the last three years, 
we do not have development agents trained in bee keeping.” Bee keeping is one of the food security 
packages and an important source of income for most households in Irob district (section 4.2.1).
Nevertheless, the lack of development agents to provide technical support in the area affects the 
productivity of bee keeping as a food security package. Fourthly, there are concerns about the 
competency of development agents to undertake their responsibilities proficiently.
Therefore, poor communication skills from development agents coupled with the lack of knowledge 
and experience about each of the food security packages seem to have distanced rural people from 
participating in these programs. Besides, actively participating households are getting minimal 
technical support to benefit from the food security programs. In their studies in South-Western 
Ethiopia, Belay and Abebaw (2004) found that extension workers lack practical and communication 
skills that constrained their capacity to undertake agricultural extension duties. Besides, 
development agents in rural areas face several constraints prohibiting them to fully concentrate on 
extension duties. Gebreselassie (2014) in his study in North-Western Ethiopia found that there are 
different factors that induce the activities of development agents such as the lack of 
entrepreneurship related trainings, burden of administrative and other non-extension works, and 
lack of transport among others. Overall, it can be argued that public meetings dominated by 
development agents and government representatives have failed to address people’s needs in that 
rural people do not have any control over the development programs.30
                                                            
30A practical example about the lack of engaging rural people in strategy design and implementation of development 
projects in eastern Tigray is justified with the reported 12.7 Million USD irrigation project dam built in Daya Village in 
Irob district. Local people were not informed about the project site in advance nor did project experts visit the site to 
evaluate its feasibility. This dam was built without any preliminary feasibility assessments, reportedly in an area of zero 
hectare of irrigate land. People in Daya village believe that this dam will not help them for any irrigation related 
purposes but a place for mosquitoes to grow (interview with a male household in Alitena, Sep. 25, 2014).   
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Studies have shown that public meetings are criticised for offering government agencies a useful 
means of minimising public impact on decisions (McComas, 2003c). Moreover, public meetings 
occur late in the decision-making process, which can limit public involvement by providing 
government agencies with a convenient way to minimise public impact on agency decisions (Berry 
et al., 1997). Results of this study show that rural people are uncertain whether their socio-economic 
problems can be resolved through the recurrent public meetings. This has eroded the trust and 
mutual understanding between people, development agents, and the government representatives. 
Due to this, rural people have continued to question the transparency of their leaders. Consequently, 
the food security communication in itself is becoming a barrier to mutual understanding rather than 
a solution to support participation of rural people in food security programs. In a related view, a 
male household interviewee in Fireselam village in Gulomekeda district underscores that “…we 
always remind the government representatives about the implementation of packages or any other 
problems we face. They take notes but never came up with a response.” Studies have shown that 
due to poor communication in meetings, the expectations of the people do not correspond to the 
objectives of organisers (McComas, Besley & Trumbo, 2006). The next section presents the 
effectiveness of the current food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray. 
5.4 Effectiveness of food security communication strategies: The native’s viewpoints
As discussed in previous sections, food security programs in eastern Tigray are communicated
through public meetings. This section evaluates the effectiveness of public meetings to successfully 
communicate food security messages to connect rural people to the current food security programs. 
Effectiveness in this part simply refers to the extent public meetings help to develop the awareness 
of rural people about the nature, relevance, and implementation procedures of the food security 
programs. To examine effectiveness of the current food security communication strategies in Irob 
and Gulomekeda districts, food security Program Implementation Manuals (section 4.3.4) were 
consulted. But these manuals do not clearly state any specific food security communication 
strategy. Thus, with the lack of a clearly stated rural food security communication strategy, it is 
challenging to set indicators and evaluate its effectiveness for food security communication. 
Effectiveness of public meetings in this part was analysed based on how people realise public 
meetings as venues for food security communication, the level of rural people’s participation in 
public meetings, and the reliability of messages through public meetings. With regards to the 
significance of public meetings to reach rural people, a development agent in Irob district contends 
that “…we organise meetings whenever there is any government agenda the people need to know
including about food security packages.” 
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But rural people are uncertain about the importance of the recurrent public meetings. In a related 
view, a male household in Miebale village in Gulomekeda district states that:
We regularly attend meetings about food security packages. They want us to take 
loans to improve our food security. However, we do not know to what levels this
would change our living conditions. …nevertheless, as we do not have any other 
options, we are taking loans as part of the food security packages.
Similarly, a male household in Alitena village in Irob district states that “…as to me meetings are 
not a solution to our problems. What do we benefit from it? We simply attend and listen what they 
tell us…nothing else.” As discussed in previous sections, development agents in Irob and 
Gulomekeda districts are engaged in food security package distributions to rural households rather 
than effectively and closely working with people about the importance and implementation 
procedures of the food security programs. Therefore, it appears that public meetings are clearly 
short of addressing food security messages to encourage people’s participation in these programs.
The above views denote that most development experts are not fully aware of the principles and 
practices of participatory communication despite their wide recognition (Dagron, 2009; 
Mefalopulos, 2008; Balit, 2012). Thus, whether public meetings offer substantial opportunities for 
participation and provide significant impact is still an open question (Adams 2004; Baker, Addams
& Davis, 2005; McComas, 2001). Studies have shown that effectiveness of public meetings is 
affected by the credibility of information sources, that is, the belief in the ability or competency of 
institutions to carry out their responsibilities (Freudenburg, 1993; McComas, 2001b). Moreover, as
some public meetings occur late in the decision-making processes, people have criticised that rather 
than promoting public involvement, they provide government agencies with a convenient way to 
minimise public impact on agency decisions (Berry et al., 1997). Generally, the study findings 
show that the efficiency of public meetings in mobilising rural people to participate in food security 
programs seems nominal. The incapability of public meetings as food security communication in 
eastern Tigray is related to the fact that experts who trained outside of the context of rural people
chair meetings dominated by technical jargon, which the rural people do not understood.
During my fieldwork in Irob and Gulomekeda districts in eastern Tigray, I attended public meetings 
(as participant observer). One of them was in Irob, Alitena sub-district on 21 August 2014. 
Participants of this meeting were: a government representative from the district Agriculture Office, 
two development agents (bee keeping expert and irrigation expert), and rural households from 
different villages, 30 participants altogether. Though the meeting was organised for both 
households (male and female), most of the attendees from rural villages were male households. It 
was reported that the number attendees especially from rural people was below anticipation.
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But it was not clear why many people did not attend the meeting. The meeting was organised for 11 
am but it started at 1 pm as most participants were late. The structure of this meeting was similar to 
the other meetings I attended. The government representative and the development agents 
dominated the session to present their respective programs. The discussion was held in Tigrigna 
language (the Tigray Regional State office language) though there are a number of Irobs who do 
not fully comprehend Tigrigna. Besides, throughout the meeting, development agents used 
technical terms to elaborate their messages, which I believe are not comprehendible to rural people. 
Some of the points of discussion were traditional and modern bee hives, irrigation systems, small-
scale water projects, and soil fertility. The meeting was concluded without any feedback or 
comments from rural people except for a few minutes at the end. Overall, in the meeting, I did not 
see any active participation or response from local people. But I observed that they were talking to 
each other either about personal issues or they might have been confused about the points addressed 
in the meeting. It was difficult to recognise why. Though the meeting started late, most of the rural 
people were keen to leave earlier. Towards the end, one of the participants requested the 
chairperson to conclude the meeting. 
Overall, based on the top-down nature of communication in public meetings in eastern Tigray, there 
are compelling reasons to show their ineffectiveness for food security communication strategies.
First, food security messages are addressed orally and people forget what they have been told. 
There are neither any specific methods outlined to examine to what levels people have understood 
the food security messages nor are there follow-up visits to inspect the implementation of food 
security programs. Additionally, claiming to the urgency of government plans, most public 
meetings entertain three to five different programs in a single session. Results show that rural 
people remain confused as to which program they are required to focus on. The other important 
point that affects effectiveness of public meetings for food security communication is the lack of 
access to public transportation. As discussed in section 4.3.1, rural people in Irob and Gulomekeda 
districts do not have access to public transportation across sub-districts and need to travel longer 
distances to attend meetings. Due to this, they are late for public meetings in most cases and are 
eager to leave early as they are required to engage in some agricultural activities or taking care of 
their herds. This affects the time of attendees and distracts their attention to the food security 
messages addressed in the meetings. Finally, in public meeting meetings, food security program 
related decisions are made on the basis of quorum, which might not necessarily include 
representative groups of rural households. 
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5.5 Conclusion
This chapter has examined the food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray. With focus 
on an actor-oriented approach, this chapter has examined the role of development agents who 
mediate between the government’s food security programs and the rural people they work with. The 
role of development agents in the current food security programs was examined based on the degree 
of their interaction with rural people and the way food security messages are produced and 
negotiated among them and the rural people. Development agents believed that public meetings
have the potential to effectively communicate rural food security programs. Nonetheless, rural 
people blame public meetings for their focus on the propaganda of the government rather than the 
rural poverty and social issues of the people. Development agents regularly use technical jargon to 
elaborate the agenda of discussion in public meetings, which rural people do not understand. As a 
result, the language of communication becomes a barrier to mutual understanding. The major 
weakness of public meetings is that they are unable to inform and educate people about the food 
security programs. This has left rural people uninformed about the nature, relevance, and 
implementation procedures of each of the food security packages. Besides, rural people are not 
encouraged to participate in the strategy design and implementation of the food security programs, 
which has put them as end users rather than the main actors of the development processes. Thus, 
despite the Ethiopian government has introduced various food security programs to rural areas, it 
seems that little has been achieved and people’s lives remain unchanged, most of whom rely on 
food aid for their survival.
Public meetings being the primary methods of food security communication in eastern Tigray, 
policy makers, government officials, food security experts, and development agents are required to 
formulate strategies to encourage people’s participation in the decision-making processes. Rural
people strongly believe that their centuries old folk media forms can successfully convey food 
security messages. Development agents and food security experts also believed that folk media 
forms have the potential to effectively convey food security messages despite limited uses in rural 
development programs. This implies that the knowledge, values, and communication forms of the 
people should be at the centre of the development processes; in that development agents, planners, 
and local authorities being viewed as “communication equals” of the development processes for 
mutual understanding and concerted action (Del Castello & Braun, 2006, p.3). Moemeka (2000) 
states that sustainable development originates internally from the social system that creates 
opportunities to listen to people and encourage them to participate and promote their motivation. 
The next chapter discusses the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in 
eastern Tigray.
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6. Folk media forms and their potential for food security communication
6.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses the study results related to the second research question of the thesis. It 
addresses the folk media forms and their potential for food security communication in eastern 
Tigray, rural Ethiopia. Data from in-depth individual interviews, participant observation and focus 
group discussions were used. The first section of the chapter presents the description of the various
folk media forms, which are widely used in eastern Tigray and their significance in rural areas. The 
second part of the chapter discusses what potential folk media forms hold to convey food security
messages to connect rural people to food security programs in eastern Tigray. As discussed in 
Chapter Five, rural food security Program Implementation Manuals do not clearly state specific 
rural food security communication strategies. Thus, food security programs in eastern Tigray are 
communicated through regular public meetings, which the rural people criticise them for being 
highly dominated by the views and interests of development agents and government representatives. 
Results in Chapter Five further show that rural people do not have the opportunity to participate in
the strategy design and implementation of the food security programs. Consequently, they remain 
unconvinced about their participation in public meetings and the significance of public meetings to 
address their food security needs. Thus, despite the government’s direction to encourage rural 
people to participate in food security programs, results show that most people became alienated 
from being active participants in food security packages such as fertilizers. The lack of adoption of
fertilizers and other food security packages is due to unproductive communication strategies that 
have failed to raise the awareness of rural people (section 5.4). The Aa’dar (oral poetry) given 
below lucidly describes people’s lack of awareness about the implementation procedures of food 
security packages such as fertilizers. 
Meles siira’at weizero
Weredaal obagull zero
Tabial obagull zero
Alema noh bahahay ware
Rob baahe nohbahahay ware
Madaberia beyemaliyo dayitail hado
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Literally, the above oral poetry is translated as:
Meles [referring to the late Ethiopian PM] introduced a good policy to our country 
However, when executed in our district, it sums up to zero
When applied in our Tabias (sub-districts), it sums up to zero
Our fellow Alema updates us with the latest information
Our fellow Rob’baahe keeps us informed about the latest information
I will not purchase fertilizers to apply them into my depleted farms. 
In this oral poetry, even if the Aa’daren (oral poet) recognises the government’s rural development 
policies, he criticises the efficacy of its implementation in rural areas. The poet views fertilizers as 
insignificant while the government values them as substantial inputs to promote agricultural 
productivity. The poet reiterates the key roles of Alema and Rob’baahe (names of individual in Irob 
community) being trusted to enlighten rural people with the latest information, entailing that the 
Irob people trust information through their members. Overall, the above oral poetry shows the 
communication gap between rural people and development agents that limited people’s awareness 
about the nature and viability of each of the food security packages such as fertilizers. It is 
indisputable that they help to promote agricultural productivity. But the main concern from rural 
people in eastern Tigray is that the government does not seem to have realised the reasons why 
rural people doubt the applicability of fertilizers to most rural farms (section 5.3.1). 
Ochonogor (2005) argues that most of the government-sponsored development programs in Africa 
failed to materialise due to the negative attitude of people towards the programs. However, results 
in Chapter Five show that people in eastern Tigray do not undesirably view all of the food security 
packages. But they believed that the way food security messages are organised and being 
communicated remain ineffective to mobilise the people to the current food security programs.
These views therefore elucidate the need to rethink for different communication strategies to realise
an inclusive development approach in that local people become the main actors of the development 
processes (Millar, 2014; Haverkort et al., 2002; Malunga, 2014; Compas, 2007; Malunga & 
Holcombe, 2014). The emphasis on the role of people in development processes leads to the 
understanding that exogenous development ideas must be built from the inside-out as a starting 
point rather than being levied from outside (Wilkinson-Maposa & Fowler, 2009; Malunga, 2014). 
Based on this view, analysis and discussions about the potential of folk media forms for food 
security communication in eastern Tigray is made within the context of endogenous development. 
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Compas (2007) sees endogenous development as: 
a process of change that enhances local control of the development process and 
primarily builds on local resources. It makes a distinction between social, physical, 
economic, human, spiritual and produced resources. This approach thus explicitly 
recognises the importance of cultural diversity and suggests that there are as least 
as many notions of “development” as cultures. Endogenous development is 
understood as based mainly, but not exclusively, on locally available resources. It 
has the openness to consider, modify and integrate traditional and outside 
knowledge. It has mechanisms for local learning and experimenting, building local 
economies and retention of benefits in the local areas. The main actors in 
endogenous development are the people in the communities, villages and towns, 
with their own self-determined traditional organisations and leadership and civil 
organisations that have emerged more recently. They are the main carriers of 
endogenous development (p.12).
The above definition draws attention to three important features of endogenous development. First, 
endogenous development is a “self-oriented growth process,” focussing on the “local determination 
of development options,” in that the benefits of development remain in the community (Millar, 
2014, p.639). Secondly, it is about “appreciating people’s world views,” drawing on the local 
context and the cultural perceptions of the community (CECIK, 2013, p.16). Thirdly, it employs a 
“holistic perspective” (ibid, 17). Haverkort et al. (2002, pp.32-35) identified eight elements of 
endogenous development. They are: 1) building on local needs and capacity; 2) improving local 
knowledge and practices; 3) initiating local control of development; 4) identifying new approaches 
to development; 5) selectively utilizing external resources; 6) retaining benefits of development to 
the local area; 7) exchanging and learning between cultures; and 8) building networks and 
partnerships. It is evident that these elements may not be available in every development context but 
can be taken as a framework to understand the principles of endogenous development.
Malunga and Holcombe (2014) in their study about endogenous development for Africa emphasised 
the need to focus on the underlying values implied by traditional, political, social or economic 
institutions and practices in that development intervention should be harmonious with local 
contexts. Therefore, the relevance of endogenous development approach to food security programs 
in eastern Tigray is that it advocates grassroots participation, reliance on local resources, and local 
expertise to promote sustainable development. The basis for sustainability in this context relies on 
the extent in which local people initiate development programs to achieve the social, economic, and 
environmental aspects of the desired change (Tinguery, 2014). Balit (2012) argues that essential 
elements for successful and sustainable development efforts will continue to be dialogue, ownership 
on the part of communities and integration with existing indigenous communication systems. In 
rural Ethiopia, folk media forms are taken as credible and accessible sources of information and 
have been in use in all walks of people’s lives. 
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Fekade (2006) contends that folk media forms are the major alternative sphere in Ethiopian 
political, economic and social expressions. Fekade further states that these communication forms 
serve as quicker and easier methods for exchanging messages among the public compared to the 
mainstream media. This implies that folk media forms, which favour interpersonal, group, and 
cultural modes of communication are highly valued and accepted methods of communication in 
Ethiopia (Teshager, 2006; Getachew, 2006). Studies have shown that folk media forms enable
people to promote awareness of their own history, magnifying past events and evoking deeds of 
illustrious ancestors (Ridwan et al., 2015). The findings in Chapter Five show that folk media forms 
play a significant role in mobilising people to address various issues affecting them. Folk media 
includes diverse forms that have continued to exist in the contemporary African society. Ugboajah 
(1985, p.166) states that folk media are produced on “the basis of indigenous culture and are 
consumed by members of a group.” This implies that rural people have an established 
communication system through which they conventionally “generate, store and share, communicate 
and utilize information” (Nigussie et al., 2010, p.116). 
As discussed in section 5.2.1, rural people in eastern Tigray live in dispersed villages dominated by 
oral culture. As a result, folk media forms, which are credible sources of information for rural 
people have been in use and continue to address the social, political, economic, and religious needs
of the people. Akinleye (2003, p.69) contends that “the source of indigenous media is not 
individualistic, though it may be personal, the practitioners, since they are neither urban-based, nor 
power elitist, are easily identified by the people.” Folk media forms denote the socio-cultural 
context and are in a close proximity to the public that makes them effectively convey messages to 
the rural majority. Besides, they are interactive promoting participation and collective decision-
making among individuals. Therefore, the convenience of folk media for rural people is that they 
can overcome the difficulties of language, speech, and other barriers of communication 
(Uzochukwu & Ekwugha, 2015; Kumar, 2012). The next sections present the commonly used folk 
media forms in eastern Tigray and their respective roles to rural people. While different types of 
folk media forms exist in eastern Tigray, this study focuses only on ‘Goila’ (songs and dance), 
Proverbs, Aa’dar (oral poetry), and ‘Warsim’ (cultural information exchange mechanism). The 
reason to focus on these folk media forms is that they are widely practiced and have a potential to 
reach a wider audience. Below follows a detailed analysis of each of the folk media forms in eastern 
Tigray and their potential for rural food security communication. 
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6.2 Folk media forms in eastern Tigray
6.2.1 Warsim
Warsim is a cultural information exchange mechanism among the Irob people in eastern Tigray. In 
Irob, ‘Ware’ means news in that Warsim is to inquire and/or inform someone about what he/she has 
seen or heard. Warsim, though a Saho term, it is widely practiced in Gulomekeda district. Warsim 
as a one to one information sharing mechanism involves more than a word of mouth encompassing
interactive communication between individuals. In practicing Warsim, the information giver and 
receiver often stand or sit face-to-face in a way that the receiver can not only attend to the 
information given but also understand the reaction in which the story is being discussed between 
participants. Warsim is followed by an instant feedback and people are quick to respond to the 
messages through Warsim and transfer them to the next person. 
Results show that rural people make Warsim through encounters with individuals travelling in the 
villages, inquiring guests coming to one’s home, in market places, when community members 
visiting each other, and in various social and religious events. Through Warsim, each communicator 
conveys what he or she has seen and heard. A visitor, for instance, may be asked ‘ba’ado nagaa’, 
which means ‘is it safe around you?’ to know what has happened in the villages. Another example 
is ‘rob litinni?’ that literally means ‘is it raining in your area?’ In rural areas in eastern Tigray, rain 
becomes a priority as the people rely on seasonal rain to feed themselves and their herds. 
Information through Warsim covers diverse topics including issues about market, safety, marriage, 
funerals, and public meetings, among others. Results further show that communicating deceptive
messages through Warsim is against the established system of trust among the community. Warsim
in eastern Tigray is analogous with Dagu of the Afar people in northeast Ethiopia both in terms of 
function and rituals involved. Morell (2005) in her feature article entitled ‘Africa’s Danakil Desert: 
Cruelest Place on Earth’ highlights the value of Dagu and its essence as: 
… a weighty subject, something to be pondered and assessed. It is more than a bush 
telegraph or village gossip, more than the latest headlines. Instead, in a ceremony 
of handshakes and hand kisses, the Afar pass along recitations of all they have seen 
and heard, a poetic litany that can be almost Homeric in its detail and precision
(p.41).
Morell’s description of Dagu enlightens the role of Warsim in Irob and Gulomekeda districts. 
However, there are slight differences between the rituals of Warsim and Dagu.31 While the Afars 
(who are mostly Muslims) use both handshakes and hand kisses as greeting prior to making Dagu, 
                                                            
31‘Dagu’ is not part of this study, as it is practiced in the neighboring Afar Regional State, northeastern Ethiopia.  Dagu 
is brought to the attention as it holds similar rituals and functions to Warsim. 
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the Irobs and their Gulomekeda counterparts in eastern Tigray (who are largely Catholics and 
Orthodox respectively), simply shake hands. Concerning practicing Warsim, a community elder 
from Awo village in Irob district highlights that: 
Warsim is informing others what you saw and heard. When we meet any person, we 
take time and inquire after each other about everything around us.…our 
neighbours or people coming to our villages are the main sources of information 
for us. We do not have any other ways to get information and this makes us want to 
closely communicate with our neighbours and other people we meet.
This is consistent with the findings of Gulilat (2006) who found that among the Afar people no one 
refuses requests for making Dagu as it is part of their daily practices. About the importance of 
Warsim in rural areas, a male household in Aiga village in Irob district states that: 
Because we make Warsim, we are close to each other. That is how we make 
ourselves informed about events around us and then inform the next person. 
Warsim for us is serving as a connection and wisdom of togetherness to share 
different issues. Without it, everything would have been difficult as we are living in 
distant villages from each other.  
Similarly, a female household from Fireselam village in Gulomekeda district adds that: 
We do not read and do not have access to TV or radio. We often rely on each other 
for our information needs. When we meet at weddings, church, market, funerals, or 
any person visits us in our villages, we take time and inform each other about what 
each of us have seen or heard.
The predominance of Warsim among Irobs is not only on repeated use but also because of its 
remarkable convenience. A community elder from Daya village in Irob district demonstrates this as: 
Our main source of information is making Warsim, which we regularly practice. 
Anyone who has visited local market, weddings, the church or any other events is 
inquired for information. In this way, we share whatever we have seen and heard. 
There is no reason to hide information from each other. Specifically, as we live in a 
border area to Eritrea, there will be information related to security, which we need 
to be alerted to. Otherwise, it will have a serious impact on our community. We
inherited Warsim from our predecessors and it is working well for us. 
Besides to daily information exchange among the community, Warsim serves as the source of 
information for security warnings. The Gulomekeda and Irob districts are situated in border areas to 
Eritrea and people living in border villages are kidnapped and have their herds stolen. Thus, regular 
information exchange remains crucial not only to the wellbeing and security concerns of the people
but also their herds. Generally, it can be argued that Warsim as a medium of communication is 
easily accessible and participatory in that individuals closely discuss and analyse issues of common 
concern. With the existence of strong social networks and the presence of effective interpersonal 
communication, Warsim appears to be a very applicable means of communication within
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development contexts like food security programs in eastern Tigray. Unlike to public meetings, 
which are criticised for being primarily top-down in nature, employing Warsim for food security 
communication can have several advantages. First, due to the geographic location of the people in 
Irob and Gulomekeda districts, Warsim is the most commonly practiced form of communication to
keep rural people updated with the latest information. Results show that rural people are always 
keen to listen to messages coming through Warsim. Secondly, being a communication form 
regularly practiced across all segments of the rural population, messages through Warsim can easily
circulate. Thirdly, the existence of social networks in rural areas make Warsim more convenient in 
that food security messages can easily disseminate within the social networks and beyond. Fourthly, 
it is highly cost-effective as practicing Warsim requires a one to one communication with no cost to 
organise events to communicate food security messages. Therefore, with these qualities in mind, 
employing Warsim for food security communication in eastern Tigray can potentially help people 
to easily access food security messages which the current public meetings have failed to realise. The 
next section presents Aa’dar (oral poetry) as one of the folk media forms in eastern Tigray. 
6.2.2. Aa’dar (Oral poetry)
Studies have shown that for African societies, oral poetry as a form of folk media has been in use to 
convey life situations and societal matters (Finnegan, 2007, 2012; Hussein, 2005; Katumanga, 
2007; Laini, 1985; Zewde, 2000). Aa’dar denotes an elaborate oral poetry tradition used to praise, 
emphasise, or criticise someone or something. Aa’dar is composed in public gatherings such as in 
socio-cultural and religious events where there are several participants attending. People who 
compose Aa’dar are locally called ‘Aa’darens’ (oral poets). It is not clear how much time individual 
Aa’daren may require composing a single Aa’dar. Mostly, it is observed that Aa’darens compose 
the oral poetry on the spot and verse it. Finnegan (2012, pp.83-93) citing traditional kingdoms in 
Africa, categorises the variation in the positions of oral poets as “court poets, freelance and 
wandering poets, and the part-time poets” who benefit from the patronage for the services they 
provide though the extent of their wealth varies. However, this contradicts with Aa’darens in 
eastern Tigray who are not aligned to any specific positions but compose the Aa’dar keenly to share 
their knowledge and lived experiences with their members. Results show that Aa’dar is one of the 
most respected and individually recited forms of folk media in Irob district. Concerning the essence 
of Aa’dar to the Irob people, a community elder in Awo village in Irob district states that:
…Aa’dar is everything to the Irob people. It is a means to show our culture and 
history. For individuals in the community, oral poets verse Aa’dar as a sign of 
respect and approval for what he or she has done for our people or to our country. 
…Aa’dar is also composed to comment on the actions of individual, a system or an 
event. 
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Similarly, a community elder in Daya village in Irob district adds that:
To the Irob people, Aa’dar is highly valued and I personally prefer Aa’dar to other 
forms of folk media….it has all the qualities to express our culture, criticise wrong 
doings and, reconcile and unite people. This is therefore one of the reasons why we 
mostly respect our Aa’darens who have the skill to tell our stories.
Finnegan (2012, p.83) states that the poetry of “non-literate peoples is seen as in some way 
arising directly and communally from the undifferentiated folk.” Hussein (2005) referring to the 
Oromo oral poetry in central Ethiopia, concludes that oral poetry symbolises past experiences 
and serves as a channel to portray the life patterns. Equivalent to Aa’dar being respected and 
versed in Irob, Mase is also versed in Gulomekeda district. Therefore, it can be argued that both 
Aa’dar and Mase represent similar functions and epitomise the oral poetry of rural people in Irob 
and Gulomekeda districts. The communicative potential of Aa’dar is that oral poets compose it 
in local languages and idioms that make it comprehensible by the majority of rural people.
Studies have shown that messages conveyed using poem are powerful and remain prevailing 
compared to any other forms of oral communication (Abdi, 2010; Reed, 2005). Aa’dar covers 
different themes ranging from issues related to individual households to social, religious, 
economic and political matters. About the essence of Aa’dar in rural areas, a male household in 
Mainegest village in Gulomekeda district mentioned the following:
Our culture is highly associated with folk media forms like Mase.…conveying 
messages through Mase or other folk media forms is the system we grew up with 
and everyone enjoys it. Hence, messages coming through Mase are simple and 
comprehensible to us.
Results show that Aa’darens in eastern Tigray are not formally educated. Nevertheless, they learn 
the culture and history of the people from knowledgeable elders locally called ‘Makaabon’ in Saho 
or ‘Felatat’ in Tigrigna languages. Aa’darens compose oral poetry based on what they have learned 
from their ancestors, that is, on what they know of the past and relate it to the present. Irrespective 
of the lack of formal education to articulate ideas with accuracy, it is a requirement for Aa’darens to 
be well versed with details of a specific experience and context. However, if there is inaccuracy in 
the Aa’dar they compose, it is an affront to the history and realities of the public. Results show that 
oral poets are expected to know history, politics and religion in addition to recognising the culture 
and norms of the people they are addressing. These are the minimum criteria required to be a 
respected Aa’daren in rural areas in eastern Tigray. The unique skill set of Aa’dar is thus something 
only a few individuals can have. Laini (1985, p.174) argues that “oral poetry has an advantage over 
literate poetry since the former situates the poet in a direct face-to-face communication situation 
with his or her audience.” 
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Results show that in Irob, people recognise that Aa’dar is a means to express their history, culture 
and being ‘Irob-ness’ in general. This could be the reason that Irobs are often observed reciting
Aa’dars performed decades ago and explain who made that specific Aa’dar, why they did it and the 
then reactions about it. In a related view, a community elder in Aiga village had the following to 
mention:
Aa’dar in our society is a centuries old tradition we inherited from our ancestors. 
…Aa’darens verse the Aa’dar based on their understanding of the history of our 
people. Aa’darens in general serve as a bridge to connect what has happened in the 
past with the present. We gain the knowledge by listening to them and transfer it to 
the next person reciting the Aa’dars.
Equally, a male household in Daya village in Irob district states that:
Aa’dar in Irob is a highly-valued form of communication and we always enjoy 
listening to Aa’dar. It helps you to learn a lot…ideas from the past including the 
origin, culture, religion, and the language of our people. I believe that Aa’dar has 
the potential to communicate diverse ideas.
A male household in Magauma village in Irob district also adds that:
To my understanding, Aa’dar is the most important form of communication in Irob. 
It is a reflection of language and culture. …the way Aa’darens present the Aa’dar 
is highly entertaining and educational. When you see people reciting Aa’dars of the 
past, it is easier to recognise the values attached to Aa’dar. 
Based on the above views, we can understand that Aa’dar is the most respected form of 
communication among the Irob people. It remains convenient to make connection from the past and 
relate it to the contemporary thinking. However, this feature of Aa’dar contradicts with the findings 
of Daudu (2009) who argues that folk media forms lack clarity to convey messages to a wider 
audience and recommended using a ‘stop-discuss approach’ to maintain clarity of messages, that is, 
stopping at any point of the folk media message presentation to explain unclear points. However,
based on my fieldwork observations in eastern Tigray, there were not any observed challenges to 
communicate messages particularly through oral poetry. Hence, the suggested of ‘stop-discuss 
approach’ does not seem to work in rural areas in eastern Tigray though it might be helpful to 
consider it in other contexts. Concerning practicing Aa’dar and Mase across gender groups, results 
show that Aa’dar is the skill both males and females acquire and practice. However, females are 
rarely observed to verse Aa’dar or Mase in public places compared to their male counterparts. There 
is no a clear evidence to show the differences in practicing Aa’dar among gender groups. But it
might be associated with the existing male dominance in most walks of social and political lives of 
rural people in in eastern Tigray or most parts of rural Ethiopia. 
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Hence, we can conclude that Aa’dar as a form of communication in eastern Tigray is composed by 
males and females but dominated by males. It is revealed that like their male counterparts, females 
also respect Aa’darens and recite their Aa’dar. Despite the widespread recognition and practises of 
Aa’dar in Irob, results show that nowadays, Mase is rarely practiced in Gulomekeda district. About
the practices of Mase in the district, a male household in Mainegest village in Gulomekeda district 
states that:
We understand the use of Mase in our society. However, these days, it seems that 
there are limited practices. …Mostly, elders practised Mase and the young 
generation has not inherited the way it should have been. …Thus, we have only 
limited occasions like weddings where some elders verse Mase.
A development agent in Gulomekeda district also shares the same thoughts about the current 
practices of Mase and he adds that:
…personally, I believe that Mase has the potential to communicate and address 
various messages to the public. We grew up listening to Mase in different social 
events. However, these days there are only limited numbers of people who make 
Mase. 
The popularity of Aa’dar in Irob district is that messages through Aa’dar remain persistent in the 
minds of the public in that people are observed to narrate Aa’dars versed many years back. Every
community member irrespective of age, gender and social status cherishes Aa’dar. This implies the 
fact that individuals in rural areas refer and recite Aa’adars, appreciate and approve the existing 
realities through acknowledging the great thoughts and expressions made by Aa’adarens. As a 
result, Aa’dar is serving as the library of the people to trace and disseminate the deeds, culture and 
history of the Irob people. Unlike to the widespread practices of Aa’dar in Irob district, research 
participants in Gulomekeda district revealed that practicing Mase these days seems minimal. 
Nevertheless, there is no apparent evidence signifying the reason to the limited practices of ‘Mase’ 
in Gulomekeda district. But based on the observations from the fieldwork and the existing realities 
in the two districts, the following suggestions are made to explain the differences in practicing oral 
poetry in Irob and Gulomekeda districts.
First, whether geographical location of rural people can potentially affect practicing Aa’dar and 
Mase in both Gulomekeda districts. The Gulomekeda district (Kokebetsibah research site) 
compared to the Irob district (Alitena research site) is relatively closer to main roads and the 
Adigrat (the eastern zone town). The geographical proximity of people to towns might result in 
inducing peoples’ mindset towards urbanisation and build trust to modern media. Urbanisation 
involves the shift from a rural mode of production to producing urban goods (Henderson & Wang, 
2005), implying that urban areas in general are “invariably more endowed with public services and 
121
infrastructure than rural areas” (Njoh, 2003, p. 168). Nonetheless, in rural villages in Gulomekeda 
district there is not any noticeable evidence of shifting from agricultural mode of production to 
urban goods neither is there access to infrastructure and modern media in the villages. Secondly, 
clan composition could promote or prohibit practices of oral poetry in the two districts. Based on 
the views from research participants in both districts, Aa’dar and Mase can address a variety of 
messages. But it is a necessity for oral poets to be familiar with the culture, history, religion and 
deeds of the people to whom they compose the Aa’dar or Mase. The Irob people are from the same 
genealogical father called ‘Sume’ (section 5.2.1). As a result, people belong to one of the three clans 
in the district. This strengthens familiarity of Irobs to each other who are interconnected to one 
another through kinship, marriage, and interpersonal interactions. However, their Gulomekeda 
counterparts are from different clans that affects familiarity of individuals to each other. Besides, it 
might limit people’s understanding of each other’s clan history, which in turn affects participation 
of community members in various socio-cultural matters of the people.
Based on my prior knowledge about the people and my fieldwork observations, when there are
social events such as weddings or funerals, it is close relatives and the people in the social networks
who are mostly contacted. This affects the degree individuals would closely communicate to each 
other about their history and pass it onto the next. Therefore, it can be noted that the more 
heterogeneous the clan composition, the more complex it will be for Aa’darens (oral poets) to 
reorganise facts from each clan and compose the Aa’dar or Mase. It is impossible for Aa’darens to 
compose A’adar or Mase without having a detailed knowledge and understanding of a specific clan
an individual belongs to. The challenging part of composing Aa’dar is that Aa’dars versed for 
individuals can have either positive or negative impact on members of a specific clan, which may
result in misunderstanding or conflict. In Irob, elders equate the power of Aa’dar with the maxim
‘Aa’dar wagaarisa, Aa’dar yasgegeae,’ implying that Aa’dar has the potential to reconcile or 
antagonise people. This means that a specific Aa’daren (oral poet) composing Aa’dar against a 
certain group can backfire. Therefore, it is a requirement for every Aa’daren to understand the 
culture, history and deeds of the people to whom he is versing the Aa’dar. Due to this, unlike to 
their Irob counterparts, oral poets in Gulomekeda district might have difficulties to identify the 
culture and history of the diversified ethnic groups in the district.
Harter et al. (2009) assert that the value of oral poetry to the processes of social change lies in the 
potential to transform the artistic descriptions and expressions by generating new thoughts and 
ideas, new ways of being and seeing, matters affecting the society in a given context. Overall,
despite differences in practicing Aa’dar and Mase in both districts, the findings show that there is a 
consensus among the people that both Aa’dar and Mase have the potential to convey different 
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messages including food security programs. Therefore, it can be noted that Aa’dar can potentially 
convey food security messages thanks to the following reasons. First, as Aa’dar is composed in 
public gatherings such as weddings and religious and cultural festivals, in that messages can easily 
reach a large number of participants at a time. Secondly, the language and idioms used in Aa’dar 
are congruent with the knowledge and worldviews of rural people that make the communication 
easier. Thirdly, in eastern Tigray, Aa’darens are highly respected and many of rural people recite 
their oral poetry. The next section presents Goila (songs and dance) in Irob and Gulomekeda 
districts.
6.2.3 Goila (songs and dance)
In the African context where oral communication becomes substantial to the lives of people, songs 
can be taken as one way of achieving cultural appropriateness (Jirata, 2016; Bastien, 2009; Panford 
et al., 2001). Goila in eastern Tigray is a form of singing and dancing performed in public 
gatherings often involving several participants from rural villages irrespective of their age, gender
and social status. Laine (1985, p. 186) states that “songs accompany any important social event 
taking place in African settings.” Results of this study show that there are various events 
distinguished by rural people serving as a venue for public gathering. These events include cultural 
weddings, religious, and cultural festivals. Evidence shows that individuals compose Goila based on 
what they observe and encounter, and sing them in different social and community events. Songs
are either composed on the spot or individuals might have shared them from other villages or 
neighbouring districts. During the Ethiopian winter (usually from July to August), there are many
religious and cultural festivities taking place in both districts. Such occasions serve as opportunities 
for people to gather and individuals compose different songs and share them with other participants 
in Goila. Despite seasonal variations, Goila is a regular activity for rural people who practice 
various social and religious events. The above stated practices of Goila in eastern Tigray are in line 
with the arguments of Kumar (2012) who states that:
During the performances of folk dances, people come together from different 
sections of society, which may provide a chance to address them collectively using 
the message through these folk dances to improve their status… (p. 5).
About Goila in rural areas, a male youth from Awo village in Irob district states that:
Goila is everything to us. We enjoy every moment when we practice it. Everyone 
from the community gathers in one village to make Goila. Sometimes, people from 
other villages join us and we spend longer hours of singing and dancing. 
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Another youth in Aiga village in Irob district also adds that:
…Goila in our district is an opportunity for people to gather in a specific location 
where we spend longer hours to sing songs and dance. Sometimes, we get people 
coming from distant villages who share their songs with us.
Results show that in eastern Tigray, people mostly perform Goila during night while there are 
instances of daylight performances. The main reason that people mostly prefer Goila at night is that
individuals wrap up their daily farm or related activities and devote the night for entertainment 
purposes. In a related view, a community elder in Daya village in Irob district states that:
Goila is part of our culture to rejoice different events in our villages. At night, we 
gather in one of the houses in our villages and spend longer time singing and 
dancing. As elders, we love to perform Goila. It symbolises happiness and unity 
between people …and it is a regular practice in our villages. Nevertheless, there 
are occasions in which we do not perform Goila. For instance, when our
community member dies or there is a security concern in the villages, there is no 
Goila and people stay at their homes.
Goila goes beyond the regular purpose of entertainment and has the potential to inform and educate 
individuals who are unacquainted with the issues around them. Nicholls (1997) argues that:
Historically, songs serve a number of purposes, such as disseminating traditional 
wisdom, commenting on local news, relaying history, instilling pride and solidarity, 
as well as teaching, testing, and storing information (p.54).
Mbakogu (2004, p.90) observes the potential of traditional songs to convey messages in rural 
context as:
 Messages passed down via this channel have the most lasting impression because songs are 
often memorable yet conclusive in imparting the intentions of the message source.
 Songs are usually in the language of the target audience or a vernacular they are familiar 
with.
 When folk music is played, some accidental audience may find the sequence familiar and 
attractive even when the language is not easily understood. As such, they would become 
interested in knowing more about the message content. In other words, message disseminated 
using music in traditional channels are more effective in reaching a wider audience than the 
message originator intended.
 Songs abound in their millions in all societies especially at the indigenous level. For instance, 
most African folklores have accompanying songs that are memorable even when the story has 
been forgotten. Then, all African songs have a story to tell and a message directed at 
particular segments of the society or individuals.
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 Music is essential in traditional settings because most indigenous activities chieftaincy 
events, initiation and marriage ceremonies are given life with colourful educative songs.
Results in eastern Tigray show that Goila covers different themes. Some of them include songs 
against migration of youths, love and respect to their land, songs for peace and security of the
people who have a long history of being a battleground for many wars including the recent Ethio-
Eritrean border conflict. Covering these themes among many others, Goila has the potential to reach 
the rural majority at a faster pace. In terms of its articulacy to reach the majority of rural people in
Africa, Quan-Baffour (2007) contends that:
The power of music in communicating important messages and disseminating 
information cannot be underestimated. Since time immemorial, the rhythms of 
African music and drums not only entertained the masses of the people but also 
provided them with food for thought regarding social issues in their communities
(p.209).
Studies have shown that the potential of songs as a medium of communication is that they are
flexible to cover any subject (Bastien, 2009; Katumanga, 2007; Riley, 1994, 2005; Bekalu & 
Eggermont, 2015; Kumar, 2012). Results of this study show that songs provide an important role 
not only to entertain the people but also to inform and educate people about matters affecting their 
lives. Below are some of the songs that rural people in Irob and Gulomekeda districts have widely 
sung about various matters in their respective districts. 
A) Adiye maliyoy Danhsa atikile liiyo balasa (I will not relocate to ‘Dansha’ rather I will plant   
Cactus tree in my backyard). 
As discussed in section 2.5.1, under the newly revised rural food security program (2010-2014), the 
Ethiopian government has introduced a ‘Voluntary resettlement’ as a component of the new rural 
food security program. The voluntary resettlement as a program encourages rural people living in 
chronically food insecure areas such as the eastern Tigray to relocate to other places in Tigray
region (FDRE, 2011). However, as research participants revealed, the above song was sung in 
response to the government’s plan to relocate the Irob people to ‘Dansha’ (a place in West Tigray). 
The government believes that ‘Dansha’ has more productive farms than the Irob district. But rural 
people oppose the government’s plan and echoed their dissatisfaction with the above song. The 
message of the song is not only to oppose the government’s plan to relocate people to other areas 
but also to remind the government about the significance of Cactus in alleviating food insecurity.
Cactus locally called ‘Beles’ or ‘Balasa’ is accessible in many parts of the Tigray region and the 
eastern Tigray at large. Cactus is a seasonal fruit usually from the end of May to September in most 
rural areas. In some villages, it lasts until December.
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The Irob people believe that if properly managed, cactus has a substantial contribution to alleviate 
food insecurity though seasonally. Studies have shown that over the last decades, interest in Cactus 
as food and feed has increased due to its drought resistance, high biomass yield, high palatability,
and tolerance to salinity (Barbera, 1995; Ben Salem et al., 2002). Stintzing and Carle (2005) 
described cactus as a miracle plant, dromedary of the vegetation world, and the bank of life as it can 
contribute to livelihoods of rural populations in dry areas. Besides to food and livestock feed, 
Cactus is used as cash income, environmental protection, fence, fire wood, cochineal production,
and bee forage (Gebremeskel et al., 2013). Despite these roles, results show that Cactus got little 
attention from both the government and rural development experts. This implies that there is a 
disparity between indigenous knowledge of the people and the modern knowledge of rural 
development experts. This is consistent with the findings of Domfe (2007, p. 47) who contends that 
“indigenous knowledge continues to be largely disregarded in development planning that plays only 
a marginal role in biodiversity management and its contribution to society in general is neglected.” 
Sometimes, indigenous knowledge is perceived as rigid, unempirical, and unhelpful in the 
mainstream development thinking. Studies in some African countries such as Zimbabwe, South 
Africa, and Mozambique have shown that indigenous knowledge and practices were perceived as 
impractical and represented through depreciatory terms such as unscientific, superstitious, and 
illogical (Mandondo, 2000; Mawere, 2013; Shizha, 2013). Nevertheless, it is difficult to isolate 
indigenous knowledge of the people from their development initiatives as people are aware of the 
realities in their settings and have developed skills to properly manage them. Mekoya et al. (2008)
referring to farmers from Ethiopian highlands for instance, found differences in use by farmers 
between local and exotic species of fodder trees. The study further indicated that despite its 
apparent beneﬁts, the adoption of exotic fodder trees by farmers has been inactive and in some 
cases farmers ceased using exotic in their farming systems (ibid). Watson (2009) studying how
indigenous terrace landscapes have evolved in Southern Ethiopia concluded that indigenous terrace 
landscapes are practices deeply embedded in the broader political and cultural landscapes of the 
Konso people. Based on this, it can be argued that encouraging people to apply their knowledge and 
skills can help to support development initiatives at the micro level (Sigauke, et al., 2015; Dei, 
2002; Mwenda, 2003; Shiva, 2002; UNESCO, 2006). Therefore, based on endogenous development 
(section 1& 6.1) to alleviate rural food insecurity in eastern Tigray, it is a paramount significance to 
realise people’s knowledge and skills and apply them into the ongoing food security programs.
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B) Mimihidar birra beto wutsue aynah abito? (What would be the fate of the poor if government 
officials use the allocated budget for beer?)
This song highlights the existing widespread corruption as unspoken by rural people, which the
government has failed to tackle. The World Bank defines corruption as “the use of public office for 
private gain” (Campos & Pradhan, 2007). Corruption embodies many forms (Warf, 2015; Campos 
& Pradhan, 2007), involving different faces such as “bureaucratic, nepotism and patronage, and 
state capture often equated with political corruption” (Campos & Pradhan, 2007, p.2). Similarly, 
Transparency International32 sees corruption as the “abuse of entrusted power for private gain.” 
Targeting corrupted officials, the above song shows the grievance and dissatisfaction of rural people 
towards government officials who lack social accountability. Social accountability refers to the
“demand side of good governance” in that citizens demanding culpability from their elected leaders 
(Wildermuth, 2014, p.373). However, negligence to their expectations becomes repression of 
people’s rights by limiting their capability to take part in issues affecting them. In terms of exposing 
the wrongdoings of government officials in rural areas, the above song helped to address the 
opinions of people towards corrupt leaders. Results of this study show that the above song in the 
district has dismayed government officials who tried to find out individuals who composed the 
song. Regardless of such efforts from government officials, research participants indicated that this 
song was quite popular and was widely sung in rural areas in the district. Evaluating the power of 
cultural songs to mobilise people against oppression, Dutta (2011) argues that:
Songs offer the identities of social change processes by communicating the 
messages of the collective, by noting the stories of exploitation and expression; on 
the other hand, songs mobilize solidarity, communicate points of action, and 
communicate specific tactics and strategies in processes of social change. 
…through songs, local collectives resist the universalizing narratives of 
development and modernization, by drawing out the hypocrisies and paradoxes in 
development policies (p. 206).
Acknowledging the powerful roles of poetry in social change, Reed (2005) contends that poetry as 
an expression inspires social change through clarifying cultural rules and making arguments. Dutta 
(2011, p. 206) argues that songs frame key issues within the broader agendas of the process of 
social change by “mobilizing public support and public participation in challenging the dominant 
structures of oppression and exploitation.” Similarly, Finnegan (2012) states that public singing can 
replace modern media to articulate public opinion and to put more pressure on individuals. Equally, 
this song creates a platform for rural people to express their views freely; otherwise they did not 
have the opportunity to openly enlighten their thoughts directly to the government authorities.
                                                            
32See http://www.transparency.org/what-is-corruption. Based on the Transparency International Corruption Perceptions 
Index 2015, Ethiopia stood 103 out 168 countries (Source: http://www.transparency.org/cpi2015).
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C) Dikinetye Global zeytiatwi nihade aa’metye (The way to eradicate poverty is to join to ‘Global’).
Results show that ‘Global’ is a non-government organisation that operated on Climate Change and 
Rural Livelihoods Programs in Gulomekeda district (though currently not in effect). Respondents 
revealed that smallholders in the district have greatly benefited since the arrival of ‘Global’ to the 
district. Among the benefits, ‘Global’ offered different trainings, technological input and related 
facilities to farmers. Thus, people in the district have sung the above song to praise the efforts of 
‘Global’ project in alleviating food insecurity in the district. The song has thus not only glorified 
‘Global’ and its objectives but it was also a call to other community members to become aware of 
the activities of ‘Global.’ This implies that songs have a great potential to positively influence 
people’s participation in development programs. These qualities of songs in eastern Tigray are in 
line with the findings of Rosenberg (2008) who states that popular songs are dynamic, widespread 
and permeate the lives of people throughout eastern Africa. Different studies have shown that the 
quality of songs to convey various messages at a faster pace to reach majority of people and 
positively influence them to a common goal. Dutta (2011, p. 206) states that songs ‘mobilize 
solidarity, communicate points of action, and communicate specific tactics and strategies in 
processes of social change.’ Similarly, Laini (1985, p. 185) argues that songs being easy to 
manipulate, have been used in many developing countries “to carry literacy messages for rural 
development.”
Riley (2005, p.147) in her study about songs of women’s groups in Ghanaian coastal towns of 
Winneba found that the women groups compose two types of songs. They are songs to reform a 
wrongdoer and songs to educate, particularly about early marriages of females. Mda (1993, p.77) 
referring to the ‘Traditional and popular Media in Lesotho’ contends the potential of village songs 
to convey social messages and information in an informal atmosphere of village performance.
Based on this, it can be argued that folk songs have an immense potential to create a common 
understanding of issues in the community often through collective dialogue, which facilitates 
participation of the majority. My Fieldwork observations in eastern Tigray also confirm that folk 
songs are widely performed across different villages in the districts. Observation results show that 
rural people spend many hours during nights playing Goila including different participants across 
diverse segments of the population. In this regard, folk media forms serve not only to entertain them 
but also to strengthen social networks of people and facilitate information exchange among them. 
This suggests the continuity of these communication channels in the daily lives of rural people. 
Results show that while both Goila and Aa’dar were most commonly used forms of folk media in 
Irob district, song is more practiced in Gulomekeda district compared to oral poetry. 
128
However, people in both districts strongly believe that both Goila and Aa’dar have the utmost 
potential to convey food security messages. The next section discusses proverbs and their potential 
for food security communication.
6.2.4 Proverbs
Like other folk media forms discussed in previous sections, proverbs are also widely practiced 
forms of communication in eastern Tigray. Proverbs can have different definitions but this study
shares the definition by (Meider, 2004, p.3), who defines a proverb as ‘a short, generally known 
sentence of the folk which contains wisdom, truth, morals, and traditional views in a metaphorical, 
fixed and memorable form and which is handed down from generation to generation’. Regarding 
their vital role to rural people, Asimeng-Boahene (2009, p. 61) calls proverbs as “the treasured 
lubricant of expressions.” Contran (2007) denotes proverbs to ‘‘precious oil of words’’33 claiming 
that African proverbs embody the ‘‘essence of culture.’’
Owomoyela (2005) cited in Ebenso et al. (2012) states that proverbs are taken from close 
observation and reflection on life forms and their features and habits, the environment, and natural 
phenomenon. Regarding their communicative potential, Awa (1988) describes proverbs as “the core 
of verbal interaction in Africa.” Awa further argues that proverbs do more than tell stories and 
anecdotes. Based on this, the function of proverbs in a given society is that they can publicise and 
legitimise new ideas and practices. About their acceptance and popularity, Cooper (2004, p.11) 
states that proverbs have a wide-reaching recognition due to their embodiment of ‘the wisdom of 
many and the wit of one.’ As a result, proverbs can provide a significant contribution in addressing
socio-cultural, political, historical, religious and educational views that might not been given a due 
attention by others (Finnegan, 2007; Omolewa, 2007; Meider, 2004; Asimeng-Boahene, 2009, 
2010; Agbaje, 2002; Ebenso et al., 2012). In the same way, proverbs in eastern Tigray remain an 
integral part of people’s daily lives and serve as credible channels of communication. The next 
paragraphs discuss some of the proverbs from research participants in eastern Tigray, rural 
Ethiopia.
A) A dog with a bushy fur
In relation to the question ‘What have you benefited from the ongoing food security programs in 
your area?’ a male household member in Mainegest village in Gulomekeda district specified the 
situation with the above proverb as ‘our situation is like a dog with a bushy fur.’ Ebenso et al. 
                                                            
33 See Contran (2007). African proverbs-The precious oil of words. http://www.africafiles.org/article.asp?ID=15045.
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(2012) state that the common procedure of proverbs is to instruct people to prioritise solving more 
serious problems rather than dwelling on trivial ones. This proverb is a reflection of the realities that 
are unknown to the viewer. The fact about a dog with bushy fur is that the dog is perceived as if it is 
well treated and is living a better life compared to other dogs. However, except for the bushy fur, 
the dog is dying of hunger and discomfort. Therefore, the above proverb highlights the fact that the 
ongoing development programs including the food security programs have brought little change to 
the lives of rural people. Additionally, the respondent adds that the government is reporting as if 
there is high production and improvements in the living standards of the people even if the situation 
with the rural people is quite different from the government reports. This suggests the lack of 
transparency from the government and people’s dissatisfaction about the ongoing rural food 
security programs. Results show that people in rural areas are restricted from openly criticising the 
relevance and practicability of the government’s food security programs. However, the availability
of folk media forms such as proverbs can help people to share ideas in their own language and 
idioms. Abdi (2010) states that the richness in qualities of oralities especially in the way they 
represent the reality of people’s lived experiences. The above proverb therefore confirms that 
people collectively reflect their views on issues that affect them. A proverb in rural areas serves as a 
platform to achieve “collective wisdom that gives guidance about living, seeing and being in the 
world and that Africans have used in daily conversations” (Grant & Asimeng-Boahene, 2006, p.17).
B) Da’ate geyenok ‘hiiyaw geynoy (To make an effective discussion, you need to get the right
people). 
In response to the question ‘How often do you communicate with development agents about the 
current food security programs?’, a male household in Alitena village in Irob district has mentioned 
this proverb. The proverb highlights the limited opportunities they have got to discuss their 
concerns about the current food security programs. Based on Malunga and Banda (2004, p.3), one 
of the main uses of proverbs is that they are used to express “collective wisdom of people in any 
given culture, reflecting their thinking, values and behaviours.” Employing proverbs for food 
security communication can help to the understandings of the processes and procedures individuals 
what should adhere to in the development processes. Studies have shown that proverbs can be 
effectively applied to different development settings like education (Asimeng-Boahene, 2009, 2010; 
Omolewa, 2007; Grant & Asimeng-Boahene, 2006); conflict resolution (Agbaje, 2002); health 
communication (Ebenso et al., 2012; Lubinga, 2014). Results show that in rural areas, people have 
long-standing experiences of closely sharing their thoughts with their neighbours and fellow 
members, which emanates from their social networks.
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Hence, with the existing social networks of the people, employing proverbs for food security 
communication can help people to openly discuss their experiences about food security programs 
and learn from each other. 
C) Ba’ade saga wanal iilisa (when a cow dies, it is the burden of the owner)
In response to the question ‘what have you benefited from the current food security programs?’, a 
community elder in Daya village, Irob district mentioned the above proverb. In Irob district, there is 
a saying ‘Laa ke ga’adi dik tiika,’ which literally means that ‘May God gives you Cattle and 
Wealth.’ Owning a herd of cattle in the district is associated with wealth. Though it is difficult to 
conclude that maintaining a herd of cattle would guarantee individuals with prosperity, it certainly 
affords them with options to diversify their income sources to sustain their food security. Animal 
husbandry is one of the components of the government’s rural food security programs in eastern 
Tigray. However, despite high expectations from animal husbandry to alleviate food insecurity,
results show that practicing animal husbandry is proving problematic for rural people in Irob and 
Gulomekeda districts. The challenges are associated with the government’s newly introduced 
policies of Natural Resource and Environmental Protection. The policy affirms limited access to 
grazing lands for their herds. As a result, farmers are advised to keep their herds in villages rather 
than propel them to the grazing land, which is causing more difficulty for people to feed their herds 
in the villages. Subsequently, most of them are forced to sell their herds even cheaper.
Rural people criticise the newly introduced policies of Natural Resource and Environmental 
Protection from two different viewpoints. First, this policy is affecting the long-lasting practices of 
animal husbandry in the district, which directly affects their income sources. Secondly, the policy 
clashes with the existing local knowledge about the durations of protecting a grazing land. Results 
show that rural people have a strong belief that protecting grazing lands should be protected during 
rainy seasons mostly from June to September. In contrary to the government’s policy of permanent 
protection of grazing lands, rural people believe that grazing lands should be accessible to herds 
from mid of September. Rural people believe that protecting grazing lands from June to September 
has two main rewards. First, they believe that within these months, the grazing land can produce 
sufficient grass and herbs for their herds. Secondly, it also yields more flowers to bees as bee 
keeping is a commonly practiced source of income in Irob district and it is one component of the 
government’s food security programs. People’s argument is related to the fact that even if grazing 
lands are protected perpetually and produce grasses and flowers, they do not support animal 
husbandry nor provide flowers for bees. 
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With regards to bee keeping, respondents revealed that bees are not enticed to flowers unless the 
dust on plants is removed, which as they revealed can only be is achieved through propelling small 
ruminants to the grazing land. This is an established knowledge on which rural people firmly rely 
on and want to uphold if they have to sustain bee keeping. Therefore, it is based on these facts that 
rural people have questioned the viability of the newly introduced policies of Natural Resource and 
Environmental Protection. Thus, it can be argued that the newly introduced policies of Natural 
Resource and Environmental Protection in eastern Tigray is affecting both animal husbandry and 
bee keeping both of which are part of the government’s newly introduced food security programs. 
But limited attention provided to the existing peoples’ knowledge can affect self-reliance and 
endogenous development in rural areas. Therefore, policy makers, food security experts, and rural 
development agents are required to realise local knowledge as an important input to strengthen 
sustainable rural development. Studies have shown that local people have a wealth of environmental 
knowledge and skills to apply them into development programs (Domfeh, 2007; Radcliffe, 2006; 
Watson, 2003; 2006; Mawere, 2013; Mekoya et al., 2008). However, employing indigenous 
knowledge to rural development including food security programs seems minimal (sections 3.5.2 & 
6.2.3).
6.3 Folk media versus modern media
From the 1950s and 1960s, theories of media and development have greatly assumed the 
“superiority of modern that is, secular, western, individualist ways of individual motivations is the 
key to change” (McQuail, 2000, p.84). Consequently, modernisation theory prevailed during the 
early generation of development communication studies (Servaes, 1999; Waisbord, 2001; Melkote 
& Steeves, 2001). The dominance of modernisation theory in global development thoughts was 
with the understanding that utilising media for educational, political and economic information
dissemination leads to “transform individuals and societies from traditional to modern” (Servaes & 
Malikao, 2005, p.92). Consequently, the role of development communication was confined to 
“disseminating modernity to facilitate cultural change” (Waisbord, 2005, p.83). However, 
modernisation as a paradigm of development did not fulfil the expectations (Servaes & Malikhao, 
2008; Melkote & Steeves, 2001, 2004). This implies that development communication should not 
only focus on expert views and media advocacy but also include the knowledge and skills of people 
as development equals rather than the end users. Development communication involves more than 
information dissemination focussing on knowledge sharing, which is aimed at “reaching a 
consensus for action that takes into account the interests, needs and capacities of all concerned; it is 
thus a social process” (Servaes & Malikhao, 2007, p.1). This suggests the significance of 
interpersonal communication in the development processes (Bicker et al., 2002; Servaes, 1999; 
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2003; 2008; Mansuri & Rao, 2012; Servaes & Malikhao, 2007). Rogers (2003, p.205) examines the 
importance of modern media with interpersonal communication channels and concludes that ‘while 
modern media remain important at the knowledge stage, interpersonal channels are relatively more 
important at the persuasion stage in the innovation-decision stage.’ In eastern Tigray, food security 
programs do not employ modern media outlets for food security communication. However, as 
discussed in Chapter Five, the weakness of the current food security communication strategies is 
that they have failed both to generate awareness of the people towards the current food security 
programs and became incapable to mobilise people to actively engage in these programs. Folk 
media forms in eastern Tigray have been in use from the time immemorial and continue to be
highly relevant in addressing their socio-cultural, political, religious and economic needs of people. 
Ugboajah (1985, p.167) observes the relevance of folk media as “speaking to the common man in 
his language, in his idiom, and dealing with problems of direct relevance to his situation.” This 
entails that folk media forms cannot develop in isolation because they are the manifestations of the 
culture and society itself to which individual members belong to (Johnson, 2005). In relation to the 
roles of folk media in rural areas in eastern Tigray, a development agent in Irob district states that:
…You find these communication forms in all villages in rural areas and people 
highly trust them. As to me, using folk media forms helps not only to mobilise and 
reach the majority but also to convey messages in their idioms, which make them 
more comprehendible to the majority. 
Similarly, referring to the suitability of folk media to rural people, a male household in Daya village 
in Irob district had the following to mention:
…because we apprehend folk media forms like Warsim, Aa’dar and Goila, we 
fancy engaging ourselves in them. Everybody wants to participate in Goila and 
recite Aa’dar both of which represent our culture and history. …we often make 
Warsim to exchange ideas on regular basis.
A community elder in Mainegest Village in Gulomekeda district also adds that: 
Folk media forms are still accessible and useful in our area. We use them in our 
daily activities…and everyone enjoys using them due to their convenience and lucid
language. Besides, folk media forms such as Warsim and Goila are more efficient 
to reach the masses who reside in remote locations.
Roy and Hassan (2010) in their study in Bengal state, India found that the lack of advanced 
technologies in rural contexts created a face-to-face interaction between performers and the 
audience. In eastern Tigray, despite the advent of mobile phones and radios, results in Chapter Five
have shown that folk media forms continue as people’s preferences due to their credibility and 
accessibility. This is in line with the findings of Ogwezzy (2008) who contends that “indigenous 
communication would continue to be relevant for if there are traditional societies or settings” (p.33). 
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Nigussie et al. (2010, p.119) in their study ‘Integrating indigenous and exogenous communication 
channels and capabilities through community-based armyworm forecasting’ have found that 
farmers rely more heavily on informal sources in evaluating information and formulating decisions
because formal sources do not (and cannot by themselves) fully meet farmers’ needs for credible 
and usable information. Mushengyezi (2003, p.108) states that folk media as a communication 
process hinges on cultural dialects within a given society. So, rural people are often detaching 
themselves from modern media outlets due to various reasons. First, the low literacy level of the 
people along with the lack of ‘hardware, software and supporting infrastructure of computer-
accessed communication.’ Hence, to many rural societies such as the eastern Tigray, access to 
modern media is often limited or even impossible. Secondly, the sentiment of ‘other-ness’ of 
modern media compared to the ‘our-ness’ of the folk media forms. People often say, ‘the radio 
said…’ to designate the ‘other-ness’ of the radio against the ‘our-ness’ of the folk media forms. 
Regardless of their popularity in most rural contexts, evidence shows that folk media forms are not 
well documented and little has been known about them. Correspondingly, little attention has been 
given to recognise their overall significance in a given context (Panford et al., 2001).
Folk media forms are limited to the specific rural context where they have been in use for centuries. 
Highlighting on such a view, Mbakogu (2004) underscores on the need for community social 
workers to understand the fundamentals of folk media. However, this is not a concern in eastern 
Tigray as both the rural people and development agents fully understand the potential roles of folk 
media to convey development messages. Unlike to mass media such as TV and radio that are placed 
in specific location to address various messages, folk media forms instigate in social settings 
involving individuals. Studies have shown that in developing countries the interest in indigenous 
media is now increasing, as mass media has been less successful in promoting rural development 
(van den Ban & Hawkins, 1996; Yahaya, 2003). Overall, folk media as person-centred 
communication forms are more interactive and accessible to individuals (Mushengyezi, 2003). 
6.4 The role of folk media for food security communication
Mohanty and Parhi (2011) argue that the recognition of folk media for development communication
for developing countries first came in 1972 after the International Parenthood Federation and 
UNESCO organised a series of meetings about the use of folk media in family planning 
communication programs. In Ethiopia, folk media forms have been widely used in social, religious,
political and administrative contexts. Referring to the role of folk media in Ethiopia, Fekade (2006) 
asserts that:
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In the olden days, emperors, kings, governors, and local officials reportedly used to 
ask ‘ïrränna mïn alä?’ (“What do the shepherds say?”). If there are things that 
have gone wrong in the community, if there are prophesy of what are to come, 
critical and prophetic views are said to be expressed in the songs of young 
shepherds... Thus, it could be said that there was a tradition of governance in 
Ethiopia, which always gave room and paid attention to these voices (p.149).
Adoyo (2004) contends that in African contexts, sensitive information never passed in a direct 
manner but through songs, dances and plays, proverbs and poems. The ‘ïrränna mïn alä?’ or (“What 
have the shepherds said?”) in the Ethiopian context represents the voices of rural people across 
different villages. Mostly, the Shepherds voice any wrongdoings or other events happening around 
as people are mostly afraid of the consequences to comment on any acts or wrongdoings of their 
rulers. Once the Shepherds echoed it, messages become widely discussed among the people and 
reaches to government representatives. Therefore, the function of folk media goes beyond the daily 
interactions of people to deliver diverse messages. Studies have shown that folk media forms are 
interactive and participatory in nature promoting dialogue among people (Nigussie et al., 2010; 
Hoivik & Lugar, 2009; Adoyo, 2004; Chapke & Rekha, 2006; Mushengyezi, 2003). In a related 
view, a community elder in Mainegest village in Gulomekeda district states that:
…It is difficult to isolate folk media from our daily activities. They are an essential 
part of the language and culture of our people. Our culture is highly associated 
with folk media because most people including me are not educated. Folk media 
forms play a major role not only to our daily information exchange but also to 
maintain the continuity of our language and culture.
Similarly, a male household in Gradender village in Gulomekeda district expresses that:
Folk media forms are still widely used in our villages. We inherited them from our 
ancestors and each of us enjoys using them. The best quality of folk media…from 
experience is that they are easy to use and faster to transfer messages from one 
area to the other.
A development agent in Gulomekeda district also adds that:
…most of our people live in rural areas and highly respect folk media for their 
communication needs and it is still dominant in the lives of the people. …Whatever 
is said in distance locations can easily reach to other villages. Folk media forms 
hold acceptance, credibility and pace to convey messages to people. …I believe 
that these qualities become suitable to the people.
Communication through folk media forms employs idioms, signs and symbols that are familiar to 
the culture and history of the rural public. Above all, folk media forms are flexible and accessible 
fitting to the linguistic competencies of rural people. Recent development concepts focused on
capacity building, grassroots participation and empowerment have led to the analysis of the 
advantages of folk media as vehicles for development purposes. They are part of the rural social 
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environment and are credible sources of information to the local people (Hoivik & Lugar, 2009). 
One of the major reasons for folk media usage in rural development is their effectiveness for 
information dissemination, entertainment, and promotion of culture (Daudu & Anyanwu, 2009). 
Therefore, for the dominantly oral cultures such as the eastern Tigray, the viability of folk media as 
tools to disseminate development messages is that they are an integral part of people’s culture. 
Above all, in the eyes of development practitioners, folk media forms are the cheapest forms of 
communication (Mushengyezi, 2003). Obasi and Ebirim (2014) argue that messages disseminated 
through folk media are attractive and entertaining in that they help people to adopt new ideas 
related to farming techniques, family planning, health, literacy and environmental education, 
without losing meaning to the message. Based on Awa (2005, p.222), the popularity and 
effectiveness of folk media for development-oriented messages is that:
 It is transactional and highly participatory, allowing participants to work with the new 
information through a familiar and comfortable format that also allows communicators to 
modify their messages in response to verbal and nonverbal audience feedback
 The oral system closely matches the structure and worldviews of the African societies who 
use it.
Studies show that a number of scholars and practitioners have witnessed that folk media forms have 
been widely accepted as appropriate communication forms to convey development messages to 
rural people (Ugboajah, 1985; Kamlongera, 2000; Panford et al., 2001; Salawu, 2015; Chiovolono, 
2004; Adoyo, 2004). Given that, folk media forms remain effective and an important tool in the 
process of motivating rural communities towards social change (Chapke & Rekha, 2006). In a 
related view, Awa (2005, p.228) lucidly describes the need to rethink employing folk media for 
Africa’s development and argues that: 
…the fact that in Africa development communication objectives are not met 
because of factors that are associated with excessive reliance on the modern media 
suggests that a need to rethink the role of indigenous systems.
Equally, Mundy and Lloyd-Laney (1992) urge the adoption of indigenous communication channels: 
Development programs can use indigenous channels, both to collect and to 
disseminate information. ...Indigenous channels offer opportunities for local 
participation in development efforts. Indigenous channels allow local people to 
communicate among themselves and with development professionals, using forms 
they are familiar with (p.3).
Evidence has shown that folk media forms can be effectively used for development programs. 
Mundy (1993) citing the experiences from Indonesia, India and other developing countries argues 
that folk media have successfully been applied to promote family planning and political messages. 
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Other studies have also shown that folk media forms can be successfully applied into health 
communication (Lubinga, 2014; Gulilat, 2006; Panford et al., 2001; Ebenso et al., 2012; Riley, 
1994, 2005). Hoivik and Luger (2009) examining the use of folk media in biodiversity conservation 
in the Himalayas found that folk media forms are well suited to convey modern messages. Despite
the above findings, it is clear that not all folk media forms can equally be employed for 
development communication. Results in eastern Tigray show that rural people believe Aa’dar (oral 
poetry) and Goila (songs) are more convenient for food security communication compared to other 
folk media forms. Their argument to focus on Aa’dar and Goila is based on two viewpoints. First, 
rural people believed that both Aa’dar and Goila are the most extensively practiced forms of folk 
media in that messages communicated through these forms become largely respected and accepted
by the people. Secondly, as Aa’dar and Goila are performed in social events, messages through 
these communication forms can easily reach a large number of rural communities. Thirdly, Aa’dar 
and Goila are poetic in nature and can convey messages that can last in the minds of listeners and 
instigate them for collective action. About the significance of Goila and Aa’dar, a development 
agent in Irob district states that:
I believe that Goila and Aa’dar can have a great role to convey food security 
messages. Personally, I prefer Aa’dar to Goila. …Aa’dar communicates messages 
relating to ideas of the past with culture and history of the people, which makes it 
more attractive to listeners…Goila mostly focuses on contemporary events rather 
than to the past.
A male household in Daya village, Irob district also had the following to mention:
            In our district, I believe that Aa’dar and Goila would suit to convey food security 
messages. Aa’dar has the quality to tell the history and culture of the people that is 
highly valued and cherished by rural people. Goila is also used as an entertainment 
in that a great number of people can participate. Both have the qualities to inform, 
educate and entertain the public.
Similarly, a community elder in Miebale village in Gulomekeda district adds that:
I can say that Mase has a more communicative potential than Goila. Many of us 
can compose Goila but Mase is a skill only a few own it. Mase is a brief message 
but carries more details. …I do not know if the young generation has interest in 
Mase and understand it like us but when you listen it, it gives you more knowledge 
and understanding of different matters in the society.
Studies have shown that songs can be applied in different development perspectives such as health 
communication (Quan-Baffour, 2007; Bekalu & Eggermont, 2015; Wenje, Erick & Muhoma, 2011; 
Panford et al., 2001; Bastien, 2009), songs against repressive regimes (Dutta, 2011; Katumanga, 
2007); Songs for national development (Kumar, 2012); Songs as a herding tool (Jirata, 2016). 
Katumanga (2007) citing the use of folk songs in Uganda indicated that songs in Uganda played a 
paramount role in the fight against the suppressive region in the country mainly through unifying
137
people across different classes, ethnic groups and educational backgrounds. Below are folk media 
messages using Aa’dar and Goila in Irob district that are meant to mobilise people to participate in 
rural development programs.  
A)   Adoha Iroboy yiiway ohgiina 
          Miihro nublek daate mamiina 
            Lima’atko aa’red masiina 
Literally, this Aa’dar (oral poetry) is translated as:
      Dear graceful, three Irobs,
      Despite education, we need to make dialogue among us,
      No one should refrain from taking part in development programs.
The main idea of the above Aa’dar is to remind the Irob people that apart from education, dialogue 
and collective decision-making remain at the heart of sustainable development for the rural people. 
Likewise, the Goila below also advocates participation of rural people in the ongoing development 
programs: 
    B) Nailamao’ye nailamao’ye
         Niinidick nasamao’aye
Literally, this song refers to:
         Let us contribute to our own development,
        Moreover, let us make our country a better place to live in.
The most important part of the above Aa’dar and Goila is that people themselves have been taking 
initiatives to make dialogue amongst them and encourage each other to participate in the current
development programs. Besides, they believed that the sustainability of development initiatives in 
their villages should be based on their willingness calling each community member to actively 
participate in the programs. As discussed in previous sections, ideas expressed through Aa’dar and 
Goila are intelligible to people and provide them with opportunities to take part in issues of priority 
concern. Vambe and Mawazda (2001) argue that songs are neither like television, which only a few 
can possess nor like newspapers where messages can reach only those who can read. Thus, songs 
and oral poetry can be taken as accessible, open and democratic in nature. Given these qualities, it 
can be argued that Aa’dar and Goila have the potential to mobilise communities to promote 
sustainable development. Tinguery (2014) contends that the basis for sustainability lies in the extent 
to which development initiatives are grounded in the development context promoting active 
engagement of the people. 
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Equally, the above Aa’dar and Goila also signify the need to promote people’s readiness to take part 
in their own development. Therefore, the above Goila is a call for endogenous development and 
self-reliance of people based on how local people themselves understood the problems affecting 
their lives. Van den Stichele (2000) states that the FAO’s communication for development group 
considers that there is a definite potential in applying folk media for rural development programs
but suggested that more research must be conducted to understand how to apply it correctly.
Correspondingly, Awa (2005, p.228) argues that: 
…in considering the inclusion of the indigenous systems in the future 
communication planning, one needs to consider not just their attributes but also the 
contextual socio-cultural characteristics with which the systems are intertwined.
Even if food security experts and development agents in eastern Tigray recognise the role of folk 
media, they do not incorporate them into the food security communication strategies. The only 
available evidence about incorporating folk media into development programs in eastern Tigray is 
from the Adigrat Diocesan Catholic Secretarial (ADCS), a local NGO from the Catholic Church. 
Results show that ADCS organised a ‘Trainings of Trainers’34 about the role of Aa’dar (oral poetry)
for HIV/AIDS prevention campaigns in the district. Nevertheless, it is revealed that after the 
training, there were not any follow-up visits about employing Aa’dars for HIV/AIDS intervention 
communication in rural areas.
6.5 Conclusion
This chapter discussed the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in eastern 
Tigray, rural Ethiopia. The chapter focussed on folk media forms such as Warsim, Aa’dar, Goila,
and Proverbs all of which are extensively used to address the socio-cultural, religious, economic 
and political needs of rural people. Analysis about the potential of folk media forms for food 
security communication was made on the basis of endogenous development. Despite some 
variations in practicing folk media forms such as Aa’dar in Irob and Gulomekeda districts, these 
communication forms still remain an important constituent of people’s lives. The popularity of folk 
media forms in eastern Tigray is that rural people associate them with their language, culture and 
history. Results show that folk media forms represent a communication system deeply rooted in the 
local culture and remain credible sources to inform, entertain and educate the people. As a result, 
messages through these communication forms are highly respected and accepted. Unlike to the 
currently employed public meetings, folk media forms represent an immediate feedback to maintain 
                                                            
34Aa’darens in Irob district got trainings to communicate HIV/AIDS related messages through Aa’dar (oral poetry). I 
remember some of the Aa’dars composed about the epidemic were highly educative. However, there were no follow-
ups and we do not know how much impact they brought to educate our people (Interview with a male household in 
Dawhan, Irob district, Sep. 2014).
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dialogue and interaction of people leading to mutual understanding among people. Folk media 
forms are also flexible and fitting to any context, which makes them suitable to cover different 
themes. Results of this study show that out of the various folk media forms in eastern Tigray, 
people especially in Irob district believed that Goila and Aa’dar remain suitable to convey food 
security messages. Development agents and food security experts also share the same view with 
rural people. Obijiofor (1998, p.162) contends that “the direction of Africa’s development will be 
influenced by socio-cultural factors and the future mode of communication in Africa.” In relation to 
the dominantly oral culture in Africa, Obijiofor further noted that the telephone remains a future 
channel of communication in the continent. However, even if messages through telephone diffuse 
across greater distances, he emphasises the fact that the acquisition of telephone “will hold 
consequences for certain sociocultural practices in the continent” (ibid, 170). Similarly, as indicated 
in Chapter Five, people in eastern Tigray are sceptical about the credibility of messages through 
mobile phones and radio. Despite their credibility and potential for food security communication, 
development agents are not applying them for food security programs. But the currently pursued
food security communication strategies have failed to connect rural people to food security 
programs. This therefore suggests the need to integrate folk media forms into food security 
communication strategies. Introducing folk media forms for food security communication will not 
only hold peoples’ interest and encourage their participation but also promotes endogenous
development and self-reliance of the people. The next chapter explores the opportunities and 
challenges of integrating folk media forms into food security communication strategies in eastern 
Tigray, rural Ethiopia.
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7. Integrating folk media into food security communication: opportunities and 
challenges
7.1 Introduction       
As discussed in Chapter Five, oral culture dominates rural life in eastern Tigray. To date, rural 
people are still widely practicing folk media forms in their daily lives to address their social, 
cultural, political and economic needs. This embodies the fact that folk media forms are inextricably 
integrated into the entire social system that endows them with “the capacity to respond to the local 
cultural setting” (Kyeremeh, 2005, p.23). Folk media forms are highly trusted among rural people 
because these communication forms are closely linked to the language and idioms of the people,
which makes them easily understood (Bame, 2005). Awa (1995, p.240) states that oral tradition as 
the part of folk media “does more than inform, persuade and entertain villagers.” This implies that 
messages transmitted through folk media forms are familiar to the language and worldviews of the 
people. Such qualities make them more flexible and open to any subject, inviting people to take part 
without restrictions (Hoivik & Luger, 2009). Irrespective of these qualities, folk media forms are 
not incorporated into food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray. The current food 
security communication strategies in eastern Tigray employ public meetings that are fully 
controlled by the views and interests of development agents and government representatives. Such 
communication strategies are highly hierarchical with the top-down information flow leading to 
‘unequal power relations’ (Melkote & Steeves, 2001; Arnstein, 1969; Tufte & Mefalopulos, 2009; 
Huesca, 2008; Dagron, 2009; Dutta, 2011). 
The findings presented in Chapter Five concluded that the existing communication strategies in 
eastern Tigray are indeed unable to effectively engage rural people to food security programs. This 
confirms that development programs imposing outside communication strategies without 
considering the local context do not enhance participation (Mundy, 1993). Rogers (2003) contends
that innovations (messages) presented by homophilic sources (those who are like the receivers) are 
better accepted and shared as they are more likely to reflect the communities’ experiences and 
problems as seen through their own cultural lens. Folk media messages through Aa’dar, proverbs, 
Goila, and Warsim in eastern Tigray are appropriate for the purposes of involving homophilic 
communicators. Warren (2001) argues that in poverty, poor communities lacking access to 
structural resources rely on networks of support and cooperation within their communities to secure 
access to resources. Acknowledging the socio-cultural characteristics of people in a given context
can help to find out ways to alleviate poverty (Dutta-Bergman, 2004; Singhal & Rogers, 2001).
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This chapter responds to the third research question of this study by discussing the opportunities 
and challenges to integrating folk media forms into food security communication strategies.
Drawing on field data from in-depth interviews, participant observation, and focus group 
discussions, the chapter analyses the applicability of folk media forms for food security 
communication. It also analyses the opportunities and challenges of integrating folk media forms 
into food security communication. Analysis of integrating folk media forms into food security 
communication strategies is situated on social capital and social networks to promote interpersonal 
communication of the people. Based on the World Bank (2001), social capital refers: 
to the institutions, relationships and norms that shape the quality and quantity of a 
society’s social interactions. Increasing evidence shows that social cohesion is 
critical for societies to prosper economically and for development to be 
sustainable. Social capital is not just the sum of the institutions, which underpin a 
society–it is the glue that holds them together.
The emphasis on social capital is related to people’s networks, which are part of the wider set of 
norms to pursue their goals through shared knowledge, understandings, and patterns of interactions 
that a group of people bring to any productive activity (Woolcock, 2002; Field, 2008; Ostrom & 
Ahn, 2003; Six et al., 2015; Putnam et al., 1993; Dutta, 2011). Accordingly, the use of social capital 
in a given context such as the eastern Tigray is that it provides a way to understand the relationships 
and social forces at work in a development setting (Narayan, 2002). Social networks and regular 
contacts of people are useful to develop interpersonal relationships, which are significantly related 
to their individual needs (Kumar, 2012), enabling them to initiate solutions to issues of common 
concern. This suggests that the role of people as initiators to their own development through self-
reliance to improve their living using the resources in their own hands (Haverkort et al., 2002; 
Fonchingong & Fonjong, 2002). Taylor and Mackenzie (1992) state that self-reliance is about 
inspiring development from within emphasising on self-sufﬁciency and dependence on local 
resources, indigenous knowledge, and creativity by promoting local empowerment and control, and 
inclusive local decision-making with focus on basic needs (Stock, 2013; Nel & Binns, 2000).
Servaes (1999, p.93) argues that development initiatives must begin with “grassroots communities 
and organisations.” This chapter therefore builds on the fact that for rural areas like the eastern 
Tigray, folk media forms and social networks continue to be an integral part of people’s lives. As 
discussed in Chapter Five, folk media messages being communicated through social networks hold
high credibility and acceptance compared to other communication forms such as public meetings, 
radio, and mobile phones. The next section presents the opportunities to incorporate folk media 
forms into food security communication in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia.
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7.2 Opportunities for integrating folk media forms into food security communication
Nigussie et al. (2010) state that folk media forms are heterogeneous, flexible in time, location 
specific, suited to local socio-cultural values, are already in place involving less cost, and are 
accessible to most of the rural community. As discussed in Chapter Six, there are different folk 
media forms that are widely practiced among the people in eastern Tigray. Chiovoloni (2004)
argues that accessibility of folk media to individuals provides opportunities to participate in 
different community needs such as information, education, social protest and entertainment. Edet et 
al. (2015) argue that accessibility helps to address local interests and concerns in the language and 
expressions of the people that are easily comprehensible as they are familiar to the people. 
Emphasising on the role of interpersonal communication to rural learning and change, Coldevin 
(2001, p.5) argues that “no amount of media can succeed it when it comes to adding persuasiveness 
and credibility to messages.” Integrating folk media forms into food security communication can 
help to inform and educate people about each of the food security programs, their relevance, and 
implementation procedures, which the public meetings have failed to attain.
It should be clear that this study does not take folk media forms as panacea to alleviate poverty and 
food insecurity in rural areas in eastern Tigray. But as Escobar (1995, p.46) argues, “…intervention 
relies on myriad local centres of power, in turn supported by forms of knowledge that circulate at 
the local levels.” Equally, the focus of this study is on endogenous development and self-reliance of 
rural people to initiate their own development based on their skills and resources. With this, it
argues that folk media forms have the potential to convey not only development messages but also 
the indigenous knowledge of the people. Except for the lack of follow-ups, folk media forms were 
proved to be effective to inform, educate, and mobilise people to development programs and 
collective action (sections 5.2.1 & 6.4). But the current expert-led food security communication 
strategies do not seem to have been effectively communicating the food security programs, which 
has limited people’s knowledge and understanding about these programs. Thus, irrespective of 
introducing different policies and strategies (sections 1.2, 2.5.3 & 2.5.4), the success of rural food 
security remains negligible as most people continue to rely on foreign food aid. Success in this part 
simply refers to the sustainability of development programs in a given development setting. 
However, as Dagron (2006, pp. 594-595) argues, “successful development programmes literally 
disappear–vanish–one or two years after the technical assistance and funding end.” This implies that 
most development policies and their implementation strategies are superficial, mostly targeting 
instant impact on the lives of people. Such interventions often do not recognise local knowledge and 
skills of the people.
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Therefore, the main argument of this study is that employing folk media forms can potentially help 
rural people to fully understand the nature, relevance, and implementation procedures about the 
food security programs. Folk media forms are useful to transfer indigenous knowledges of people 
that are central to maintain sustainable development. Indigenous knowledge helps people to engage 
in agricultural activities and diversify their income sources. The link between agriculture, rural 
development, and indigenous knowledge is no longer indisputable (World Bank, 1998; Mapara, 
2009; Mawere, 2014). Thus, the combination of modern knowledge systems and the involvement of 
local people produce more relevant results than either knowledge system could have done 
separately (Reed, Dougill & Taylor, 2007).
Awa (1995, p. 238) argues that “several scholars and researchers have highlighted the usefulness 
and centrality of traditional media in information transfer, message design, and planning and 
development in traditional social context.” Folk media encompass indigenous elements that have 
traditional legitimacy for participants in development programs that can serve for multiple functions 
like involving, entertaining, instructing and informing the society (ibid.). As discussed in Chapter 
Six, folk media forms are flexible and accompanied by immediate feedback. These qualities of folk 
media can potentially fill the gaps of the current food security communication discussed in Chapter 
Five. Societal problems differ based on the specific setting in that people have varied expectations 
about the nature of the problems affecting their lives. Given this, people’s knowledge and skills 
should be taken as the basis to understand social issues. Maser (1997, p.117) contends that:
People do not grow by knowing all the answers; they grow by living with the 
questions and their capabilities. The art of working together thus lies in how people 
deal with change, how they deal with conflict, and how they reach their potential.
Servaes (1999) states that there is not a uniform development path as each nation should develop its 
own development strategy. This is based on the understanding that the problems of communities 
can “never be isolated nor understood without first understanding their context” (Maser, 1997, 
p.92). Therefore, considering the importance of social networks in facilitating the communication 
flow among the people, food security messages through folk media forms can help to reach 
individual in the network. In light of this, it can be noted that there is no single model for planning 
successful communication strategies and programs as they deal with people, and not only with 
technology (Balit, 2012). Therefore, sustainable development should be based on the knowledge 
and skills of people rather than on the interests of policy makers. The findings in Chapter Six show
that folk media forms have the flexibility and adaptability that help to integrate them into food 
security communication strategies. The next section discusses what potential folk media forms hold
to integrate them into food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. 
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7.3 Integrating folk media into food security communication strategies   
7.3.1 Applicability of folk media as part of food security communication strategies 
Results in Chapter Five show that public meetings have failed to effectively communicate food 
security messages. As a result, rural people in eastern Tigray do not understand the objectives, 
content, relevance, and implementation procedures of each the food security packages. This has 
limited their participation in food security programs. Hence, it can be noted that public meetings are 
not relevant to rural food security communication due to the following reasons. First, public 
meetings are dominated by the views and interests of government and development agents. Second, 
development agents and food security experts employ technical jargon to which rural people do not 
understand. Third, rural people believe that their social problems cannot be addressed through 
frequent public meetings. This therefore suggests the need to employ “different communication 
methods, emphasising social learning, collective decision making and action…, may need to be 
applied depending on the type of change needed by a community” (van de Fliert, 2010, p.91). 
Food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray should focus on awareness raising,
informative and educational programs to help people identify the relevance and applicability of the 
current food security programs. To achieve these roles, folk media forms can be applicable due to
the different qualities they hold. First, messages through folk media forms are easy to understand as 
these communication forms are familiar with the language and worldviews of the people. Second, 
messages through folk media forms are regularly transmitted among the people due to the existence 
of social networks. Thirdly, unlike to public meetings, messages through folk media are highly 
credible and largely accepted by rural people. Rogers (2003) argues that effectiveness of 
communication flow depends on the extent individuals become homophilous. Homophily in this 
part refers to the extent to which a pair of individuals who communicate to each other become 
“similar in certain attributes like beliefs, education, socio-economic status” (ibid, 305). Results in 
Chapter Six show that folk media forms have the potential to educate, inform, and entertain rural 
people to mobilise them to development program. 
Studies in various African countries have shown that folk media forms have the potential to 
integrate them into development programs (Wilson, 2005; Bame, 2005; Mbakogu, 2004; Riley, 
2005; Nigussie et al., 2010; Kyeremeh, 2005). Kyeremeh (2005, p.20), for instance, states that folk 
media forms are “accessible and relevant in their structure and content to the host audience.” 
Equally, Wilson (2005, p.230) argues that folk media forms represent cultural norms of people, 
which can “create a new awareness or modify existing patterns of behaviour through a certain-role 
set created for it by the very culture it reflects.” This is because folk media forms are expressed in 
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the languages of the people in that messages are comprehendible to the majority. Studies have 
shown that communicating development programs through the languages of the people help to build
the sense of ownership of the people leading to sustainable development (Bamgbose, 2014; 
UNESCO, 2012). This makes folk media forms not only convenient to address the daily needs of 
the rural pubic but also promote their participation in food security programs. Kumar (2012) 
contends that one of the most important attributes of folk media in rural areas is their availability 
with the utmost qualities of reaching rural masses. In a related view, a male community member in 
Alitena village, in Irob district asserts that: 
In our district, we have different types of folk media forms. We use them to address 
any type of message that we feel should be disseminated to the public. These 
communication forms make our interaction easier as they are in our own language 
and idioms. Overall, I believe that folk media forms are highly convenient and 
supportive to us.
Folk media forms involve local language, values and skills of the people. Through these channels, 
communication flows easily, while message recipients can participate in more than one activity at a 
time (Mbakogu, 2004). Therefore, unlike to modern media such as radio or TV that are based in 
specific locations, folk media messages originate among people usually from familiar sources.
Nigussie et al. (2010) state that the prominence of folk media lies in the fact that people are familiar 
with these communication channels, trust, and accept them better than modern media forms. 
Reflecting on the continued uses of folk media in the daily lives of rural people in eastern Tigray, a 
community elder in Aiga village, Irob district underscores that “…our history, language and culture 
is built on them. You cannot separate our-ness from these channels of communication and will last 
in the same manner.” As discussed in Chapter Five, even if rural people believe that mobile phones 
and radios could help to convey messages, they are sceptical about the credibility of messages 
through these communication forms. Concerning mobile phones, a female household in Magauma 
village in Irob district contends that:
The mobile network does not work in our villages but we walk some distance from 
here to make a call. …personally, I understand that mobile phones are helpful to 
communicate and share ideas. However, one should be cautious about the nature of 
messages coming through mobile phones. 
Similarly, a community elder in Alitena, in Irob district adds that:
There are mobile phones coming to our villages especially with the youths. …You 
can observe that they are talking to someone every time. However, as we live in 
border areas to Eritrea, these devices could threaten our security. …Last time, we 
do not know how it happened but some of our community members kidnapped in 
Darro (a place in Irob district close to the Eritrean border). 
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Several studies from developing countries have shown the positive impact of mobile phones on 
access to agricultural information (Hahn & Kibora, 2008; Arunachalam, 2002; Hudson, 2006; 
Bhavnani et al., 2008; Overa˚, 2006). Other studies have shown that mobile phones are limited to 
the casual conversations within the existing networks rather than as a means to increase productive 
capacity (Donner, 2006, 2009; Horst & Miller, 2005; Matous et al., 2012; Plant, 2001). Regardless 
of the varied roles of mobile phones in a given society, there is a strong belief that mobile telephony 
has brought new possibilities to Africa and other developing societies (Aker & Aker & Mbiti, 2010; 
Obijiofor, 1998; 2015). Consequently, there is a rapid adoption of mobile phones as optimism for 
Africa’s economic development (Panos, 2004; Aker & Mbiti, 2010). Specifically, the use of 
telephone in urban areas has experienced a real boom. Evidence also shows that mobile phones are 
gaining popularity in rural areas (Cronin, 2004). But the level of adoption and popularity of mobile 
phones in rural areas in eastern Tigray contradict the above findings. 
The contradiction can be related to the Domestication of Technology Framework proposed by 
Silverstone et al. (1992). Domestication of Technology Framework is a systematic approach to 
analyse the social shaping of technology of the mobile phones. The Domestication of Technology 
Framework consists of four elements such as appropriation refers to being able to access and own 
resources. Objectification shows the use of resources within the household economy; incorporation
shows is the manner in which the objects and resources are integrated and have an impact on the 
power relations within the household levels; and conversion is the relationship between the 
household and the broader society (ibid, 18). Therefore, despite the popularity and optimisms about
mobile phones stated above, the advent of mobile phones in rural areas in eastern Tigray does not 
seem to have affected the already established communication systems in the society. In similar 
studies in Bengal in India, Roy and Hassan (2010, p.192) found that folk media forms have
continued to inspire and unite the “peasants, fishermen and middle class alike amid the chaos of
modern cultural encroachment and crippling market dominance.” Therefore, irrespective of some 
differences and certain changes in rural contexts, folk media forms continue to dominate the lives of 
rural people. The continuity of folk media in eastern Tigray is associated with the trust people have 
in these channels of communication forms. In relation to this, Kumar (2012) states that: 
The best part of the folk media is that it is not institutionalized and organized and 
so individual authority controls its quantity and quality. This nature of folk media 
makes it adaptive to any region in every age. They cater to the individual need but 
they belong to the community (p.3).
This implies that the emerging modern media forms in rural areas have not supplanted the folk 
media forms but rather have supplemented the established forms of communication (Mushengyezi, 
2003; Banda, Mudhai & Tettey, 2009).
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Equally, Wang and Dissanayake (1984) contend that:
…in many developing nations, the indigenous communication system is left largely 
intact and still flourishes in rural areas where few technological changes have 
taken place and where people depend on agriculture to make their living. Mass 
media growth, especially for radio, is reported in recent years in these areas. 
Nevertheless, the indigenous communication system still functions as a self-
contained system, serving to satisfy the needs of a given segment of society (p.29).
Being an integral part of the people’s culture in rural settings, folk media forms possess a great 
potential to persuade target audiences to adopt innovations (Garcia, 2001; Odhiambo, 2005). 
Mushengyezi (2003) contends that in the eyes of development agencies and professionals, folk 
media forms are cheaper to integrate them into development communication strategies. Thus, given 
the position and significance of orality in rural settings, it requires looking inward to maximise the 
use of folk media to rural food security communication. Nigussie et al. (2010, p.124) state that 
farmers tend to be more receptive to information which comes from sources that are considered 
trustworthy and reliable, such as neighbours and friends. Given that, messages through these 
communication forms can be disseminated widely without disruption irrespective of the remoteness
between the source and the receiver. Such qualities make folk media forms become appropriate to 
integrate them into food security communication despite inadequate priorities given to them in 
formal circles (Ugboajah, 1985). Nigussie et al. (2010, p.116) found that the informal interactions 
among people in rural areas can play an essential part in “influencing people to innovate or 
change.” Placing emphasis on the unique role of folk media to convey messages in rural settings, 
Ugboajah (1985, pp. 165-171) calls out to integrate these communication forms into rural 
development communication strategies. His arguments are based on the following observations: 
 Oramedia enjoy credibility with the individual in their places of origin. They are not 
vulnerable to distortions, perversions and other hostility messages common on the exogenous 
channels controlled from outside
 Oramedia allow for greater audience participation. Community members compose their own 
special song for events; all idioms, proverbs and parables are freely used as no individual 
claim ownership. There is no copyright as they are communal property
 The exogenous media are inaccessible to rural dwellers in the Third World. There is a need 
for the employment of the more omnipresent, indigenous channels in these areas for 
information dissemination
 Oramedia, if well harnessed are valuable instruments for promoting social change. For 
example, extension agents, modern family planners and health workers can use interpersonal 
channels abundantly in the form of Oramedia to persuade people to accept innovations;
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 Oramedia may assist change agents in obtaining useful information about local community 
for introduction of new ideas. However, failure to recognize Oramedia before the introduction 
of new ideas may result in the failure of development project initiated by the government and 
other Non-Government Organization (NGO) and;
 Oramedia are particularly significant for mobilising the grassroots for development purposes 
and for the promotion of national consciousness and unity.
Despite the qualities of folk media forms for food security communication, development agents and 
food security experts in eastern Tigray do not incorporate them into food security communication 
strategies. This suggests that there exists a lack of commitment to apply folk media forms into rural 
food security communication programs. Balit (2012, p.113) argues that there is a need to change the 
attitudes of field staff and development agents who have been educated “to apply top down, 
authoritarian methods and tell people what to do.” Similarly, Njoh (2006) calls for an urgent need to 
promote understanding of the importance of integrating salient and useful aspects of African culture 
and tradition into contemporary development endeavours in the continent. The next section 
discusses the adaptability of folk media forms into rural food security communication strategies. 
7.3.2 Adaptability of folk media forms into food security communication strategies
Wilson (2005) argues that the feedback system of folk media forms puts them ahead of other 
communication channels. The feedback mechanism inherent to folk media forms is recognised as a 
way of ensuring dialogue to support people’s engagement in different activities (Kamlongera, 1995; 
van Den Stichele, 2000). Folk media forms are easily comprehendible and are familiar to the culture 
and worldviews of the people. Similarly, Kumar (2012) notes that:
Folk media does not use any language but it interacts through idioms and symbols 
of the masses. This phenomenon makes it participatory as people identify with it 
and it gives an opportunity to everyone to take an active part. No special skill is 
required in its operation and even an ordinary person can learn and contribute in 
its functioning.
Nigussie et al. (2010) in their study ‘Integrating Indigenous and Exogenous Communication 
channels and Capabilities through Community-based Armyworm Forecasting’ found that farmers 
tend to be more receptive to information coming from their networks, which is considered as more 
reliable and truthful. There are different folk media forms in eastern Tigray (section, 6.2) that
helped rural people to openly express their views concerning issues affecting their lives. My 
fieldwork observations also confirm that people expressed their apprehensions about the widespread 
corruption and the government’s Voluntary Resettlement program (section, 2.5.1) using songs.
Results show that songs referring to these topics were popular among the people and helped them to 
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gain a platform to express their views collectively, which they could not have accomplished
otherwise. Results further show that people sang songs for collective action and self-reliance to 
motivate community members to participate in development programs. This is consistent with the 
findings of Mbakogu (2004) who argues that traditional songs have been applied by International 
organisations and NGOs working in developing countries to convey information related to 
sustainable development. This highlights the importance of interpersonal relationships and contacts 
in persuading people to accept or reject innovations (Rogers, 1995; 2003).
Studies have shown that folk media forms have effectively been adapted to development programs. 
Wamala (2014) found that using drumbeat on the radio; the Ugandan government relied on the 
cultural communication of doom to inform the country about the catastrophic nature of HIV/AIDS. 
Reid (2002) argues that drumbeat was used to amass communities to communal farming practices, 
and specific drumbeats communicated specific communal work. Awa (2005) citing the experiences 
of ‘Farm Radio Forum’ originated in Canada, indicated that folk media was adapted to the African 
context working effectively with modern media to facilitate two-way communication between 
development planners and rural people. Omosa (2000) argues that folk media forms can be 
successfully adopted to convey different development messages. These include messages for 
expectant mothers to attend anti and post-natal clinics, for children to be immunised against the five 
deadly diseases polio, tetanus, measles, tuberculosis, and whooping cough; enticing children to 
attend school; benefit of pipe-borne water to good health and; the gains of using modern 
agricultural methods. Riley (2005) in her study about the indigenous communication forms and 
what potential they hold as adaptable media for development messages particularly for health 
messages found that folk media forms specifically songs have the potential to adapt them to 
development communication strategies.
Evidence shows that the ‘Isang Bagsak’35 program implemented in East and Southern Africa 
(Malawi, Uganda and Zimbabwe) and the South-east Asia (Viet Nam and Cambodia) countries has 
employed folk media and modern communication channels to create new possibilities for improved
communication and participation among researchers, practitioners, communities and other 
stakeholders. The program was introduced to enhance natural resource management and to 
reinforce the potential of development initiatives in helping communities to overcome poverty
(Kamlongera & Kaumba, 2006; Quiamco, 2006). In these programs, folk media forms aligned with 
the knowledge and skills of the people have been employed to transfer different ideas and emotions
of the people. Though these countries participated in different initiatives, the overall objective was 
                                                            
35 ‘Isang Bagsak’ is a Tagalog expression-signaling consensus, agreement or affirmation in a participatory meeting, 
emphasising the participation of stakeholders in natural resource management (NRM) through PDC processes.
150
to empower the communities and to increase their sense of ownership of the programs and help 
them to learn from each other (Kamlongera & Kaumba, 2006). This suggests that rural people have 
established their own way of learning and generating new ideas through their social networks and 
community elders. This is in line with FAO (1998) who state that folk media as a cultural resource
that accumulates indigenous knowledge, experience and expression and is woven into proverbs and 
poems, songs and dances, and can be a potent force for development especially in creating 
awareness. Balit (1999) in her study ‘Voices for change: Rural women and communication’ found 
that indigenous media have been successfully adopted by change agents to promote rural 
development issues relevant to women. The effectiveness of folk media forms to convey 
development-related messages (Ewuola et al., 2003; Etuk & Adetoro, 2010; Adedoyin & Dauda, 
2006) is because these communication forms have an utmost appeal to the masses often touching 
the emotions of the illiterate majority (Kumar, 2012). Moreover, it is also indicated that any 
development-oriented messages conveyed through folk media channels are more likely to involve 
and motivate a vast majority of people to participate in development programs (Bame, 2005; 
Kumar, 2012; Ugboajah, 1985). Mbakogu (2004, p.91) sees some of the qualities of folk media 
forms to effectively convey development messages and with potential adaptability into development 
communication strategies. These qualities of folk media forms include:
 Folk media forms are found to be indispensable in disseminating information to audiences in 
rural settings or more specifically folk people;
 Messages disseminated through folk media channels are entertaining, memorable, attractive 
and more in tune with our cultural ideals and;
 Messages disseminated via folk media channels using songs and drama that are so attractive 
and captivating that people unconsciously find themselves adopting new ideas-related to 
farming techniques, family planning and health without meaning to.
People’s preference to folk media forms is based on the understanding that these communication 
channels are congruent with their life styles, language and values strengthening their social 
networks. Thus, the suitability of folk media forms to convey food security messages is that these 
communication channels are more flexible and easily adaptable into rural context. Awa (2005) 
argues that adaptability adds an important degree of credibility to messages as folk media forms can 
give local relevance to communication by adapting to local socio-cultural systems. Rural food 
security officers and development agents in eastern Tigray revealed that these communication forms 
were found effective to mobilise community members in rural development programs. Reflecting 
on this, a development agent in Gulomekeda district states that:
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Basically, there is no doubt about the potential of folk media forms to convey 
different messages including politics, development, and satirical issues within the 
society.…we grew up using these communication forms and everyone knows that 
messages through folk media forms can easily disseminate and remain in the minds 
of the majority.
Studies have shown that despite the knowledge about the uses of folk media, development agents 
have not been able to utilise them in agricultural and rural development programs (Daudu & 
Anyanwu, 2009; Okoye, 2003; Kamlongera, 2000; Daudu, 2009). This is consistent with the 
findings of Mbakogu (2004) who contends that the problems with the current attempts of using folk 
media particularly in developing countries is that development practitioners work towards a rigid 
acceptance of foreign models and strategies of development. This entails that development 
communication practitioners are required to draw on the best practices and lessons learned in the 
past and merge them with new communication methods and approaches to meet the needs of 
communities (Balit, 2012). The next section presents the implications and limitations of folk media 
forms for food security communication in eastern Tigray.
7.4 Implications and limitations of folk media in food security communication 
Implications 
Results discussed in Chapter Six show that folk media forms in eastern Tigray are accessible and 
have the potential to convey food security messages. Integrating folk media forms into rural 
development communication strategies can fill the communication gaps identified in the current 
food security communication in eastern Tigray. Therefore, food security experts and development 
agents are required to examine the broader perspectives and possibilities to incorporate folk media 
forms into food security communication. It is revealed that the lack of incorporating folk media and 
indigenous knowledge of the people has limited the role of people as the main actors in the 
development processes. Mefalopulos (2008, p.71) in his book ‘Development Communication 
Sourcebook: Broadening the Boundaries of Communication’ calls for a new communication 
paradigm suggesting the influential function of communication in a wider strategic communication 
mix of channels. Having this, he contends that “the new communication paradigm does not call for 
a replacement of the basic communication functions associated with information dissemination, but 
rather it broadens boundaries to include more interactive ways of communicating.” This implies that 
communication efforts must include the values and skills of rural people instead of borrowing 
communication strategies from outside that promote change without due consideration for culture
(Decock, 2000). Therefore, policy makers and development practitioners are required to examine 
the implications of integrating folk media forms into the already established government’s rural 
development implementation strategies. 
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Citing the implication of integrating indigenous knowledge in Kenyan modern education, Owuor 
(2008) argues that experts are required to be aware of the distinctiveness of indigenous knowledge 
in a particular culture. This is due to the fact that the uniqueness of one culture does not 
automatically guarantee a consensus that different parties would adhere the same understandings of 
the decision-making processes. Research participants in eastern Tigray echoed mixed views about 
integrating folk media forms into food security communication (section 6.4). While those in Irob 
district have fully cherished the effectiveness of folk media forms to integrate them into food 
security communication strategies, their Gulomekeda counterparts are unconvinced about the 
contribution of folk media forms being integrated into food security communication strategies. 
Differences between stakeholders remark the need to provide attention to some key points prior to 
integrating folk media forms into food security communication strategies, which may include: 
which folk media forms could be integrated into food security communication strategies? What 
features of folk media forms are common across diverse cultures in eastern Tigray? What do 
stakeholders have in common that support integrating folk media forms into food security 
communication? What are the challenges (if any) that prohibit integrating folk media forms into 
food security communication strategies? Responding to these questions becomes vital due to
differences among rural people in eastern Tigray both in the level of practicing folk media forms 
and their folk media preferences despite some similarities in their cultures. Failure to address these 
questions may lead to generalisations that can alienate the realities of people and their culture
(Angioni, 2003; Semali, 1999). This is a condition that leads to a superficial implementation of 
development programs. The next section presents the limitations of folk media forms for food
security communication in eastern Tigray.
Limitations
Despite their adaptability for development communication, different scholars have indicated that 
folk media forms have limitations to integrate them into development communication strategies. 
Below follow some of the commonly discussed limitations of folk media forms for development 
communication strategies. Mushengyezi (2003), for instance, contends that:
…no society can certainly continue surviving on an oral system of information 
management when libraries, museums hold vast stores of information in perpetuity; 
computers, and the world-wide web, email communication along with television 
transmission, radio broadcasting and the mobile telephone or ‘cell phone’ and 
other audio-visual equipment are becoming available (p.115). 
Mushengyezi further underscores that the histories and cultural messages in rural areas are 
conveyed orally relying on individuals who can remember and pass them onto the next generation. 
However, oral histories may disappear when the oral historians die as there are no written 
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documentations (ibid). Due to this, the death of a knowledgeable old person has commonly been 
equated with the “disappearance of a well-organized library” (Awa, 1995, p.239). This is consistent 
with a saying in the Irob district that “nabatiyya hin diik barkaat maale” literally; it means that 
when you do not have elders in your village, you do not have the blessings. Therefore, community 
elders are trusted as knowledgeable individuals responsible to maintain the continuity of the 
knowledge, skills, history, language and culture of a given society known for its oral culture. 
However, the passing of knowledgeable elders in rural society causes a major disruption to the 
continuity of histories of the people as the younger generations may be inequitably conversant or 
unwilling to take part in preserving and transmitting it orally. Mushengyezi (2003) warns that in the 
process of the oral transmission of information as it may suffer substantial distortion either 
deliberately (for example for political reasons) or inadvertently, simply from failure of memory or 
from unexpected early loss of life of those possessing it. Thus, it is vital to document oral histories 
of rural people such as in eastern Tigray to transfer them to the next generation and apply them to
development initiatives. 
Mukhopadhyay (2007) in his part warns that folk forms cannot be equally useful for development 
communication purposes. Thus, folk media forms must be carefully studied from the points of view 
of content and characterisation for their adaptation for development purposes. Mukhopadhyay’s 
arguments are related to the fact that no folk media forms can apply to specific development setting 
as different people can have different folk media preferences. Thus, the applicability of folk media 
into development programs should be consistent with the customs and beliefs of communities in a 
specific setting. Concerning folk media preferences, the findings of this study have shown that rural 
people specifically in Irob district believed that Goila and Aa’dar remain more relevant compared to 
other folk media forms. This is based on the understanding that both communication forms have the 
highest entertaining, informative and educational potential. Besides, research participants believed 
that messages through Aa’dar and Goila can easily diffuse into rural villages at a faster pace. 
Additionally, both Aa’dar and Goila are highly interactive being performed in religious, political
and cultural events where many participants attend irrespective of gender, age and social status. But
this view contradicts with other studies who argue that there exists a significant relationship 
between gender and folk media preferences (Olowu &Yahaya, 1998; Yahaya; 2002). Results 
discussed in Chapter Six show that Aa’dar as being gender inequitable in Irob district. Even if
Aa’dar is performed both by males and by females, female Aa’darens are not equally recognised as 
their male counterparts. This is consistent with the findings of Owuor (2008) who found that 
indigenous knowledge is highly engendered and therefore men and women usually have differing
and often complimentary societal roles and responsibilities ensuing in different social constraints. 
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Therefore, rural development policy makers and development practitioners should be aware of these 
aspects of folk media forms and gender roles in a given society. Failure to acknowledge these may 
affect the practices of gender inclusive rural development communication strategies. Most of the 
rural development projects and specifically the food security programs in eastern Tigray are 
associated with donors and other development partners (section 1.2). Donors often come up with 
their own plans and expectations that determine development strategies, which may affect
endogenous development and self-reliance of the people to their own development. Studies have 
shown that attracting donor funding to support research in education has suffered a major setback to 
integrate indigenous knowledge into formal education (Gachanga, 2007; Lillis, 1985; Mwenda, 
2003). Besides to the above stated limitations of folk media forms, it is important to identify the 
opinions of stakeholders towards the use of folk media forms in the already established and highly 
hierarchical rural development policies of the government. Studies about integrating indigenous 
knowledge into formal education in Kenya have shown that the challenges arise from the teachers’ 
lack of trust that such a curriculum can meaningfully contribute to address the socio-economic 
needs of the country (Dei, 2002; Gachanga, 2007; Mwenda, 2003; Semali, 1999). This therefore
suggests the need to identify the above stated and other related limitations of folk media prior to 
incorporating them into food security communication in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia. 
7.5 Conclusion
This chapter has discussed the opportunities and challenges of integrating folk media forms into 
food security communication in eastern Tigray. Public meetings as food security communication 
strategies failed to connect rural people to food security programs. But results in Chapter Six 
revealed that folk media forms are highly cherished specifically among the Irob people who
believed that these communication forms can successfully convey rural food security messages. 
Thus, integrating folk media forms into food security communication can play an important role in 
informing and educating rural people to actively participate in food security programs. Panford et 
al. (2001) argue that the power of folk media in changing behaviours in rural Africa largely results 
from the media's originality and the audience's belief and trust in the sources of the messages, which 
often come from people that are familiar to their audiences. Analysis of what folk media forms hold 
to integrate them into food security communication strategies was made on the basis of social 
capital and social networks of the people. Unlike to other communication forms, folk media forms 
are expressed in the language and idioms of the people, are flexible, accompanied by immediate 
feedback, and can cover different themes. These qualities make folk media forms better suited to 
integrate them into food security communication strategies. 
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Thus, it requires that development agents and food security experts recognise the importance of 
integrating folk media forms into rural food security communication strategies. In spite of their 
qualities, it should also be clear that folk media forms have limitations that can affect integrating 
them into development communication strategies. Most importantly, being orally communicated, 
messages through these communication forms can be distorted or forgotten by different parties 
involved in development processes. Another important point to consider is stakeholder perceptions 
about folk media forms. People in eastern Tigray have varied views towards integrating folk media 
forms into food security communication strategies. While the Irobs largely believed that folk media 
forms such as Aa’dar and Goila can effectively be integrated into food security communication, 
their Gulomekeda counterparts are not fully convinced. The other point is the folk media practices 
across gender groups. Folk media forms such as Aa’dar are gender inequitable, which may affect 
applying gender equitable development communication strategies. Finally, though folk media forms 
have similarities across cultures, the values and norms involved may vary in each culture that may
affect successful implementation of folk media forms across cultures and their integration into 
development communication strategies.
Overall, in areas such as the eastern Tigray where development programs fail due to inconsistent 
policies and incongruous implementation strategies, failure to recognise the above-mentioned points 
would largely constrain employing appropriate communication strategies to achieve rural food 
security programs. Thus, there should be commitments from policy makers, food security experts 
and, development agents to recognise the potential of folk media forms for rural development 
communication. The next chapter presents the conclusion and contribution of the study findings to 
policy and practice in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia.
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8. Conclusion and Research Contribution
8.1 Introduction
This study has critically examined the potential of folk media forms for food security 
communication in eastern Tigray, rural Ethiopia to answer the following research questions:
1. What are the current food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray and their role 
in connecting rural people to food security programs?
2. What is the potential of folk media forms to convey food security messages in eastern Tigray 
and which folk media forms are better suited for food security communication? 
3. What are the opportunities and challenges to integrating folk media forms into food security 
communication in eastern Tigray?
This chapter summarises the study findings and discusses the contributions of the study to the field 
of communication for development and social change particularly focussing on the role of folk 
media forms for food security communication. The next section (8.2) summarises the key research 
findings based on the above-mentioned research questions. This is followed by a discussion of the 
contribution of these findings to folk media forms for rural development policy and practice. The 
final section outlines the directions for future research in relation to folk media forms for 
development communication in Ethiopia and other developing countries. 
The study findings challenge the idea that public meetings can contribute to enhance government’s 
accountability and responsiveness (Adams, 2004; McComas, 2001a; 2003b) and by helping people 
to access knowledge and experiences (McComas et al., 2006). It also challenges the optimism that
the advent of mobile phones in rural areas would help local people to access agricultural 
information (Hahn & Kibora, 2008; Arunachalam, 2002; Hudson, 2006; Bhavnani et al., 2008; 
Overa˚, 2006). This study collected insights from various stakeholders involved in food security 
issues in Ethiopia who believed that folk media forms can significantly contribute to raise the 
awareness of rural people towards food security programs. Drawing on ethnographic data, the study 
responded to the above research questions and helped to gain an in-depth understanding about the 
current food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray, the potential of folk media forms 
for food security communication, and the opportunities and challenges to integrate folk media forms 
into food security communication strategies. The thesis drew on the multiplicity paradigm as an
underlying theoretical framework because of its culture-centred approach to development. The 
multiplicity paradigm of development is relevant for many reasons. First, it acknowledges self-
reliance of people to utilise locally available options for change (Servaes, 2004; Fonchingong & 
Fonjong, 2002; Dissanayake, 2010; Haverkort et al., 2002; Millar, 2014). 
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Secondly, it promotes the role of indigenous knowledge to local development (Bicker et al., 2002; 
Angioni, 2003; Dei, 2002; UNESCO, 2006). Thirdly, it acknowledges the fact that development 
programs specifically in the African context become “more effective when folk media forms are 
appropriately used in an integrated fashion, according to the needs and constraints of the local 
context” (Servaes, 2004, p.63). In relation to these views, the multiplicity paradigm was used to 
examine the potential of folk media forms for food security communication in eastern Tigray.
8.2 Summary of findings
8.2.1 Food security communication strategies 
The study findings in Irob and Gulomekeda districts show that public meetings are primarily
organised for political purposes, and food security programs are communicated along with the 
political messages of the government. In addition, government representatives and development 
agents determine the agenda of public meetings, which constrained people’s roles in the strategy 
design and implementation of the food security programs. This suggests that public meetings in 
eastern Tigray remain inappropriate to promote active participation of rural people towards food 
security programs. Results further show that decisions in public meetings are made on quorum that 
affects participation of the majority. Public meetings are often dominated by technical jargon, 
which is not understood by rural people. Additionally, there are no specific methods in place to 
examine to what extent rural people have understood the food security messages communicated in 
public meetings nor there are follow-up visits to inspect the implementation of food security 
programs in rural villages. 
Results further show that owing to the urgency of government plans, most public meetings entertain 
three to five different programs in a single session. But rural people remain confused as to which 
program they are required to focus on. Another important factor that affects the success of public 
meetings as food security communication strategies is the lack of public transportation across sub-
districts (section 4.3.1). Rural people walk longer distances to attend public meetings that can 
potentially affect their interest towards public meetings and distracts their attention to food security 
messages discussed in public meetings. Moreover, participants have difficulty trusting public 
officials who chair public meetings (Webler & Renn, 1995). In eastern Tigray government 
representatives and development agents are blamed for largely focussing on government 
propaganda rather than on the recurring social problems in rural areas. This, has significantly 
affected the trust rural people have towards their leaders. Another important factor that constrained 
effectiveness of public meetings is that meetings occur late in the decision-making processes
supporting government agencies with a convenient way to minimise public impact on agency 
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decisions (Berry et al., 1997). Thus, the success of public meetings as forms of communication 
remains in question (McComas, 2003). Based on the above-mentioned facts, rural people in eastern 
Tigray remain skeptical about the significance of participating in public meetings. Results in this 
study further show that even if there are radios and mobile phones in some of the villages, rural 
people in eastern Tigray do not trust messages through these channels (section 5.2.1). 
8.2.2 Potential of folk media forms for food security communication
People in eastern Tigray largely rely on folk media to address their socio-cultural, economic, 
political and religious needs. There are different forms of folk media such as Warsim, Goila, 
Aa’dar, and proverbs, which have been widely practiced in eastern Tigray (section 6.2). 
Communication through folk media forms involves the language, idioms, and symbols that are 
familiar with the culture and history of rural people. Studies have shown that folk media forms are 
interactive and participatory in nature, promoting dialogue among people to help them exchange
messages (Nigussie et al., 2010; Hoivik & Lugar, 2009; Adoyo, 2004; Chapke & Rekha, 2006). 
Unlike to public meetings discussed in Chapter Five, one of the most important qualities of folk 
media forms is that they are accompanied by immediate feedback to facilitate dialogue and 
interaction among people. Results of this study show that people in eastern Tigray and mostly the 
Irob people strongly believed that folk media forms can effectively convey food security messages. 
Hoivik and Lugar (2009) state that the effectiveness of folk media as part of rural social 
environment is that they are credible sources of information to local people. 
Daudu and Anyanwu (2009) in their study in Benue State, Nigeria, found that one of the major 
reasons for folk media usage in rural development is their effectiveness for information 
dissemination, entertainment and promotion of culture. Therefore, for the dominantly oral culture 
such as in the eastern Tigray, the effectiveness of folk media forms to convey food security 
messages is that they are an integral part of people’s culture. Besides, they are communicated 
through the languages and idioms of the people, which are comprehendible to most people. With 
this, in the eyes of development practitioners, folk media forms are the cheapest forms of 
communication (Mushengyezi, 2003). Obasi and Ebirim (2014) in their study in Nsukka state, 
Nigeria found that messages disseminated through folk media are attractive and entertaining in that 
they help people to adopt new ideas related to farming techniques, family planning, health, literacy 
and environmental education. Results of this study show that despite the popularity and widespread 
uses of different folk media forms, Goila and Aa’dar especially among the Irob people, remain the 
most trusted for food security communication. There are different reasons to recognise effectiveness 
of Goila and Aa’dar for food security communication. First, it is related to the fact that both of them 
are regularly practiced in social and religious events such as weddings, baptism, and other cultural 
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festivals, which make them easily, reach wider audiences. Secondly, messages through these 
communication forms are widely recited among rural people in eastern Tigray. Thirdly, both Aa’dar 
and Goila are highly flexible to cover different themes (sections 6.2.2 and 6.2.3). Results of the
study further show that despite variations in practicing folk media forms in Irob and Gulomekeda 
districts, there is a consensus that these communication forms are highly participatory with great
potential for food security communication.
8.2.3 Opportunities and challenges to integrating folk media into food security communication
Folk media messages originate among the people and are easily communicated to the next person 
due to the existence of social networks. Nigussie et al. (2010) state that folk media forms are 
heterogeneous, flexible in time, location specific, suited to local socio-cultural values, already in 
place involving less cost, and are accessible to the rural majority. Edet et al. (2015) argue that 
accessibility of folk media helps to address local interests and concerns in the language and 
expressions of the people that are easily comprehensible to the audience. Results of this study show 
that through Goila, people expressed their apprehensions about the government’s planned Voluntary 
Resettlement (VR) program, the widespread corruption in the government offices, the contribution 
of ‘Global’ to food security, among others. Therefore, messages through Goila become helpful to 
inform and educate rural people about different issues affecting their lives. Thus, for rural people in 
eastern Tigray, Goila as a platform helps them to express their views collectively, which they might 
not have attained otherwise. Collective actions people can undertake are supported by interpersonal 
relationships and contacts in persuading people to accept or reject innovations (Rogers, 1995; 
2003). Due to their strong social networks and interpersonal relationships in both districts, 
innovations can effectively reach individuals in rural areas.
Folk media forms hold different qualities to integrate them into food security communication 
strategies. One of their qualities is that they are flexible and open to any subject, inviting people to 
take part without restrictions (Hoivik & Luger, 2009). Besides, they are accompanied by immediate 
feedback that enhances the communication flow between participants. Wilson (2005) argues that 
the feedback system of folk media forms puts them ahead of other communication channels. The 
feedback mechanism inherent to folk media forms is recognised as a way of ensuring dialogue to 
support people’s engagement in different activities (Kamlongera, 1995; van Den Stichele, 2000). 
Studies in various African countries have shown that folk media forms have the potential to 
integrate them into development programs (Wilson, 2005; Bame, 2005; Mbakogu, 2004; Riley, 
2005; Nigussie et al., 2010; Kyeremeh, 2005). The ‘Isang Bagsak’ program implemented in East 
and Southern Africa (Malawi, Uganda and Zimbabwe) and the South-east Asia (Viet Nam and 
Cambodia) countries is one of the programs to effectively integrate folk media forms into 
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development programs (section 7.3.2). The program was introduced to enhance natural resource 
management and to reinforce the potential of development initiatives in helping communities to 
overcome poverty (Kamlongera & Kaumba, 2006; Quiamco, 2006). It has employed folk media and 
modern communication channels to create new possibilities for improved communication and 
participation among researchers, practitioners, communities and other stakeholders. 
Despite their qualities to integrate them into food security communication strategies, there are
different factors that can affect successful integration of folk media forms into the food security 
communication strategies. Folk media forms are orally communicated and messages through these 
communication forms might be forgotten or else distorted when they are communicated to others. 
Also, folk media forms such as Aa’dar are gender inequitable. Hence, it requires identifying
inclusive folk media forms to promote gender inclusive development. Results in eastern Tigray 
show that varied folk media preferences exist across different groups of people that may potentially 
affect the choice of a specific folk media form over the other. This is due to the fact that even if folk 
media forms can have similarities across cultures, their rituals and practices may vary among 
different groups. The other important point is that there are long-lasted and state dominated top-
down rural development communication approaches. Therefore, the shift from these approaches to 
integrating folk media forms into food security communication strategies may require a consensus 
from different stakeholders including donors, policy makers, food security experts, development 
agents, and any other parties involved in the development processes. 
8.3 Contribution of findings to policy and development practice
Since the time immemorial, folk media forms have been an integral part of people’s lives in rural 
areas such as the eastern Tigray. But being orally communicated and undocumented, folk media 
forms are confined to the specific context they been in use for centuries. So, except for daily 
communication and entertainment purposes, in most contexts, folk media forms are not fully 
recognised as important tools for development communication in eastern Tigray or other parts of 
rural Ethiopia. The findings of this study are expected to contribute to the policy and practices of 
folk media for food security communication. The next section presents the contributions of the 
study findings to policy and practices of folk media forms for food security and other rural 
development communication in Ethiopia and other developing countries.
Wilson (2005) in his study about the potential of folk media for development communication argues 
that despite their effectiveness in development contexts, folk media forms have been mostly 
overlooked. This shows that “minimal efforts have gone into understanding the capacity of 
indigenous communication systems for various applications” (Kyeremeh, 2005, p.24). 
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This study has documented the commonly practiced folk media forms such as Goila, Aa’dar, 
proverbs, and Warsim in eastern Tigray and critically evaluated their potential for food security 
communication. The findings of this study show that despite some variations across the Irob and 
Gulomekeda districts, rural people mostly believed that folk media forms have the potential for 
food security communication. They also revealed that these communication forms are adaptable to 
integrate them into food security communication strategies, which is the missing link in most of the 
rural development programs in eastern Tigray. Therefore, the findings of this study can contribute 
to our understanding of folk media forms and their potential for development communication by
suggesting the multiplicity paradigm and the culture-centred approach of development. The study 
findings can also help policy makers and development practitioners to employ folk media forms for 
rural development communication based on their availability and appropriateness to the specific 
development setting. 
The findings of this study also contribute to our understandings of the varied communicative 
potentials of different folk media forms in contrast to the generalised concept of folk media for 
development. Most studies have researched about the role of folk media for development (Polk, 
2010; Essein, 2014; Ugboajah, 1985; Panford et al., 2001; Mushengyezi, 2003; Nigussie et al., 
2010; Apat & Ogunrew, 2010; Chapke & Rekha, 2006; Kumar, 2012). However, these studies 
largely recognised that folk media forms can have similar potential for development 
communication. Nevertheless, folk media is a broad concept and different folk media forms have 
different informative and communicative potential. Besides, people have differing interest towards 
various folk media forms, which in turn determines their applicability to rural development 
programs. Results in this study show that despite the availability of different folk media forms in 
eastern Tigray, Aa’dar and Goila, specifically for Irob people, hold the most potential to inform and 
educate rural people about food security programs. The findings of this study therefore contribute to 
elucidate the potential and acceptance of different folk media forms, which embrace differing 
potential for development communication.
Additionally, this study makes a substantial contribution by highlighting the importance of the 
language and idioms of people in rural food security communication. One of the weaknesses of 
public meetings as food security communication strategies in eastern Tigray is that public meetings 
are dominated by technical jargon from development experts, which rural people do not understand
(section 5.4). This signifies that the language of communication between rural people and 
development agents becomes a barrier to mutual understanding. Consequently, rural people remain 
uninformed about the food security programs addressed in public meetings. Different studies have 
shown that communicating development programs through the languages of people helps to 
162
promote the sense of ownership leading to sustainable development (Bamgbose, 2014; UNESCO, 
2012; Mozammel & Odugbemi, 2005; Salawu, 2004c cited in Tasaranago & Salawu, 2013). 
Therefore, the findings of this study contribute to our understanding of the major role of the 
language of rural people to promote dialogue and mutual understanding to achieve sustainable rural 
development. Another contribution of this study is its focus on endogenous development and self-
reliance of rural people. Studies have shown that rural people have developed the knowledge and 
skills about their environment to tackle various issues affecting their lives (Sigauke et al., 2015; 
Dei, 2002; FAO, 2009; Mwenda, 2003; Sillitoe, 2002; Shiva, 2002; UNESCO, 2006 World Bank, 
1998; Mapara, 2009; Mawere, 2014). This signifies that despite differing capacities to generate 
income from different sources, rural people have the abilities to participate in the mainstream of 
rural economies (Haggblade, Hazell & Reardon, 2010). The findings of this study therefore 
contribute to our understanding that rural people are not only passive recipients of development 
programs but they have the knowledge and skills to initiate development to achieve their needs and 
priorities. So, policy makers and development practitioners can benefit from this finding to 
encourage rural people to initiate development from within rather than imposing externally-led 
development approaches.
8.4 Recommendations for food security program communication
The findings of this study show that folk media forms have the potential to effectively communicate 
food security messages and are adaptable to integrate them into food security communication 
strategies. Nevertheless, the success of folk media forms for food security communication depends 
on three important factors that require immediate response from respective government departments 
who work in the areas of food security. First, food security programs in eastern Tigray are 
implemented using the Program Implementation Manuals (section 4.3.3), developed by technical 
experts outside of the language and culture of rural people. Therefore, rural development policy 
experts, food security officers, and development agents should be able to recognise the importance 
of introducing context-based development implementation policies to integrate folk media forms 
into food security communication strategies. Secondly, to employ folk media forms for food 
security communication, it is important to identify the most applicable folk media forms. Results of 
this study show that rural people have differing folk media preferences that can potentially affect 
the applicability of one specific folk media form over the other. 
Due to this, policy makers, food security experts, and development agents should be able to identify 
appropriate folk media forms accepted by the majority of the people. Thirdly, food security 
messages communicated in public meetings are largely persuasive in nature and full of technical 
jargon, which is outside of the knowledge and experiences of rural people. This suggests the need to 
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identify relevant communication strategies that can help to effectively communicate food security 
messages. Besides, the food security communication strategies should largely focus on informative
and educational programs targeting awareness raising, knowledge generation, skills building and 
collective action. Communication strategies on awareness raising should clearly address the 
objectives, nature and feasibility of each of the food security programs to alleviate rural food 
insecurity. To achieve this, both customary meetings and folk media forms can be used.
One of the major problems of public meetings is that people are not interested in them as
government representatives and development agents control the agenda of the meeting, which limit
the involvement of rural people in decision-making. But communicating food security messages 
through customary meetings can improve both the credibility and acceptance of these messages. 
Customary meetings are initiated by community elders and are regularly held in villages that are 
highly accepted by their respective community members leading to dialogue and mutual 
understanding. But prior to implementing this, it requires providing trainings to community elders 
to help them fully understand the food security programs. Additionally, both Goila and Aa’dar can 
be used to reach the rural majority. To effectively use Goila and Aa’dar, both the Aa’darens (folk 
poets) and folk singers should participate in the skills building programs. These programs should 
specifically target how food security messages can be composed through both Goila and Aa’dar. 
Results in Chapter Six have shown that previous programs targeting Aa’darens (oral poets) for 
HIV/AIDS intervention communication by a local Catholic NGO in Irob district, proved effective
though the program reportedly lacked follow-ups. Therefore, besides to skills building programs, it
is vital to make follow-up visits concerning the implementation of food security programs.
Another important point to consider for the success of rural food security programs in eastern 
Tigray is building the capacity of development agents. Development agents are responsible to 
undertake rural food security programs in eastern Tigray (section 1.2). But the success of 
development agents to provide technical support to rural people depends on their individual 
competencies, which can be improved through trainings and capacity building programs. 
Gebreselassie (2014) in his study in North-Western Ethiopia found that there are different factors 
that induce the activities of development agents such as the lack of entrepreneurship related 
trainings, burden of administrative and other non-extension works, and lack of transport among 
others. Therefore, based on the overall study results in eastern Tigray, these are some of the major 
areas that need immediate consideration to effectively communicate food security programs and to 
mobilise people to food security programs.
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8.5 Limitation and recommendation for future research
This study critically evaluated the potential of folk media forms such as Goila, Proverbs, Aa’dar, 
and Warsim for food security communication in Irob and Gulomekeda districts, eastern Tigray.
Despite all of these communication forms are accessible and widely practiced, respondents mainly 
in Irob district believed that Goila and Aa’dar (section 6.2.2 and 6.2.3) possess the most potential 
for food security communication. Studies related to folk media and development in various
developing countries have shown that there exist different folk media forms, which proved effective 
to convey development messages. While some studies have shown that folk songs remain highly 
effective (Kumar, 2012; Riley, 2005; Dutta, 2011; Daudu, 2009), others have found that village 
theatre as the most effective tool to convey development messages (Bame, 2005; Okagbue, 2002; 
Mda, 1993). Other studies have also shown that drumbeat is the most effective tool to communicate 
development messages in rural areas (Wamala, 2014; Reid, 2002; Wilson, 2005). Therefore, based 
on the varied potentials of folk media across different contexts in developing countries, the findings 
in Irob and Gulomekeda districts might not necessarily be inclusive and applicable in other parts of 
Ethiopia or other developing countries. This therefore suggests the need for a rigorous and 
systematic study to understand which folk media forms best suit across different contexts and how 
they can be integrated into development communication strategies.
This study did not examine the practical aspects of applying folk media forms to food security 
communication as an actual experiment. Based on this, understanding the practicality of folk media 
forms in food security programs requires further study to explore their feasibility for food security 
communication. As discussed in Chapter Six, though development agents and food security experts 
understand the potential of folk media forms (sections 6.2.3 and 6.2.3), applying them for food 
security communication depends on the knowledge of development agents and food security experts 
to decide their applicability. Therefore, there is a need for further study how development agents 
can apply folk media forms in food security communication in eastern Tigray. Finally, this study 
only focussed on the potential of folk media forms for food security communication. But with 85% 
of the Ethiopian population living in rural areas (CSA, 2007), it is true that folk media forms can 
have different roles to rural people. Therefore, it is of paramount significance to undertake a 
rigorous and comprehensive study to gain a full understanding about the role of folk media forms in 
the socio-cultural, economic, political, and religious contexts of people in eastern Tigray, rural 
Ethiopia.
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Appendices
Appendix I   
Interview Questions
A) Interviews for Development Agents 
      1. How do food security programs operate in your area?
2. What are the communication strategies being employed to convey food security messages in 
your area?
3. To what extent are the existing communication strategies appropriate to address food 
security programs? Could you cite some specific examples?
4. Other than the current communication strategies in your district, what other forms of 
communication strategies can be used as food security communication strategies? 
5. What do you understand by folk media forms? Can you mention some of them? 
6. Do you use folk media forms to promote food security programs? If yes, which forms of 
indigenous communication do you use? How successful have the folk media communication 
strategies been in your campaign? 
7. How interested are the rural people to take part in food security programs? Who participates 
regularly? What are the strategies you employ to promote community participation in the 
food security program?
8. What are the challenges (if any) that you face in tackling food security problems in your 
area? 
9. How do you evaluate the existing communication strategies in meeting the objective of food 
security programs in your area? Why? 
10. What do you suggest to improving the existing food security problems in your area?
B) District and Regional Food Security Officers 
1. What are the major food security programs in eastern Tigray? How do they operate?
2. Can you mention some of the food security communication strategies you use? 
3. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the currently functioning communication 
strategies to address rural food security programs? 
4. As credible channels of communication for rural people, what do you think is the use of folk 
media forms to address rural food security?
5. Are there any efforts made to include folk media forms in food security communication 
strategies? If yes, how successful have the efforts been? If not, why?
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6. What are the advantages and disadvantages of employing folk media forms as compared to 
the existing communication strategies?
7. To what levels do the community members participate in rural food security programs? 
What should be done to promote their participation?
8. What are the challenges (if any) affecting the success of rural food security programs 
specifically in eastern Tigray?
9. How do you evaluate the overall performance of food security programs in these areas?
10. What are the major issues that require attention to improve food security?
C) Individual interviews for rural community members: for both districts
1. What do you understand by the term food security?
2. Have you ever participated in food security programs? If yes, how often do you participate in 
these programs?
3. Do you think the food security programs are operating the way you would like them to be? 
How long would you like the food security programs to stay? Why?
4. Have the food security programs brought changes in your living? If so how? If not, why?
5. What are the communication strategies development agents employing to address the food 
security programs in your area? How appropriate are they?
  6. What do you understand by folk media forms? In what contexts, do you mostly use folk media 
forms?
7. Which folk media forms (e.g. Aa’dar, Goila, Warsim, etc.)? Do you think can best fit to 
convey food security messages in your district? Why?
8. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the currently functioning food security programs 
and the food security communication strategies in your district?
9. What do you think are the challenges (if any) affecting food security programs in your area? 
10. What do you suggest to improving the existing food insecurity problems in your area?
D) District Agriculture and rural development Head (both districts)
1. What are the major food security packages in your district and how do they operate? 
2. What is the significance of the specific packages in ensuring rural food security?
3. What are the communication strategies being employed to address the food security packages?
4. What are folk media forms? Do you use them in food security programs in your district? If so 
how? If not, why? 
5. How interested are the rural public to participate in the food security packages? Who 
participates most? Why?
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6. What are the levels of follow-ups by development agents as to the implementation of the 
packages?
7. Among the packages, which of them remain more appropriate to alleviate the existing food 
insecurity in your district? Why?
8. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the existing food security packages?
9. What are the challenges (if any) that may prohibit the implementation of the food security 
packages in your district?
10. What do you suggest to alleviating food insecurity in your district?
E) District Public Safety Net (PSNP) Focal Person: for both districts
1. What are the objectives of PSNP and how do they operate in your area?
2. What major programs does the safety net program undertake?
    3. Who participates in public safety net programs? Why?
    4. How can public safety net programs help to promote rural food security?
5. What are the communication strategies you use in PSNP programs?
6. What are folk media forms? What is the significance of these channels in addressing PSNP 
programs? 
7. Do you use folk media forms in PSNP? If so how successful, were the strategies? If not, why?
8. What are the strengths and weaknesses of PSNP in your area?
9. What are the obstacles (if any) that hinder the success of the PSNP in your area?
10. What do you suggest to improving the implementation of PSNP to promote food security?
F) Regional Household Asset Building Program (HABP) Coordinator 
1. What are the objectives of HABP and how do they operate?
2. What major programs does the HABP undertake?
3. Who participates in HABP? Why?
4. How do the HABP programs help to promote rural food security?
5. What are the communication strategies you use in HABP?
6. What are folk media forms? What is their significance in addressing HABP? 
7. Do you use folk media forms in HABP? If so, how successful were the strategies? If not, why?
8. What are the strengths and weaknesses of HABP in promoting rural food security?
9. What are the obstacles (if any) that hinder the success of HABP in rural areas?
10. What do you suggest to improving the role of HABP to promote food security?
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Appendix II
Focus Group Discussion Questions (for all discussants)
1. Can you tell me what you understand about food security programs and how long you have 
been participating in that program?
2. Think back to when you first became involved in food security programs and what were 
your first impressions about it?
3. What did you expect from food security programs? Do you think these programs are 
operating the way you expect them? If so how? If not, why?
4. Overall, what was particularly helpful for you about food security programs? How?
5. What are the communication strategies being used in food security programs? How do folk 
media forms can become more effective?
6. When employing folk media forms for food security communication strategies:
              a) What do you think are the opportunities? 
              b)  What are the challenges that may prohibit the success of the program? 
     7. What is the impact of the food security programs on your community? 
     8. What is particularly frustrating to you about food security programs and the communication 
strategies used? Why?
     9. What are your thoughts about the existing food security programs and the communication 
strategies in general?
    10. What do you suggest to improving food security programs in your area?
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Appendix III: Map of Tigray
Source : http://www.ocha-eth.org/Maps/downloadables/OROMIYA.pdf
